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With an increasing number of cities experiencing chronic violence 
and conflict within their boundaries, the question of how architecture 
can effectively intervene to create a secure public realm in 
pluralistic and fractious urban environments grows more vital.  This 
thesis explores the spatial and social notion of sanctuary as an 
architectural strategy in such contexts, using the design of a central 
transit station in a northern neighborhood of Karachi, Pakistan as 
a case study.  
Drawing upon sociological theory as well as precedent projects 
ranging from Johannesburg to Bogota, we come to see the creation 
of sanctuary as a deliberate construction of shared identity and 
experience.  This strategy draws on four tactics that shift both the 
built and psychological environment and work in tandem to reinforce 
and amplify each other’s effects:
• Partition (the separation of ‘sacred’ content from the ‘profane’ 
context)
• Ritual (strengthening psychological security through the 
repeated and familiar)
• Appropriation (empowering people to take ownership of portions 
ABSTRACT
Thesis Supervisor:
Alexander D’Hooghe
Title: Associate Professor
of Architecture and Urbanism
5of the space)
• Monumentality (creating a physical object upon which common 
values can be projected)
Using these tactics as a foundation, the design’s architectural 
patterns engender a variety of systems to accommodate the diverse 
program and user demands incumbent within a project of this scale 
and complexity.  Through this investigation, the design proposes a 
new type of defensible infrastructure, relying not only on fortifying 
a space but also on strengthening the psychological resilience of 
people through architectural intervention.
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A SHORT HISTORY OF
VIOLENCE IN KARACHI
1940 - 2012
1947 1951
1952
196X 1980
1998
SECTARIAN
POLITICAL
Pakistan is born violently with 
over 1 million deaths from the 
process of partition where 14 
million people were exchanged 
between India and Pakistan.
900,000 Urdu-speaking “Mo -
hajirs” settled in Karachi 
(425,000) making the Sindhis a 
minority in their own city.
Riots protesting the Muslim 
sect, Ahmadiyah, for being 
beyond the pale of Islam. Over 
50 people died.
1952 Anti-ethnic Pashtun riots 
throughout the city.
1965 Anti-ethnic Pashtun riots 
throughout the city.
1972 Anti-ethnic rioting between 
Sindi and Mohajirs.
An inux of Pashtuns from 
Afghanistan settled in Karachi 
putting additional strain on 
tension between the Sindis and 
refugees.
A second wave of Pashtun 
migration occurred and with it, 
guns and drugs became 
common giving rise to a culture 
of violence among youth. 
Product of a Pasthun controlled 
police force known for corrup -
tion, Karachi’s homocide rate 
was nearly double that of New 
York City. 
1991 Shia sect formed its own mili -
tary in response to Sunni 
threats. Since 1980 it is esti -
mated that over 4000 people 
have been killed in Sunni-Shia 
violence. 
199X MQM in-ghting over control of 
the city produced massive 
violence, invited forceful para-
military action resulting in over 
1000 deaths per year for nearly a 
decade. 
1985 Pastun gunmen fought for 
extended territories within 
Mohajir informal settlements. 
Considered the biggest riot in 
Karachi 100 people died. Failing 
infrastructure and services and 
the ethnic division of work in the 
city exasperated the conict. 
University youth wings play out 
violently as the result of weapon 
availability turning campuses 
into battleelds 
Violence between dierent non-state actors - religious groups, ethnic groups and 
student wing or political parties. This violence is in the form of riots, bombings, 
assassinations and pogrom-type rampages. These events symbolize “a divided 
society that is losing faith in the societal processes and taking matters into its own 
hands” (Rakistits) and occurs when government powers are incapable of dealing 
with complex societies.
This type of urban violence has been further aggravated with the addition of a 
second type of violence, that is, one between state representatives (army, 
police, para-military forces) and jihadist militants. This generally takes the form 
of suicide bombings and armed warfare that target State institutions as well as 
innocent civilians. For political violence, the urban area has become its arena 
and civilians its subject.   
2006 Sunni groups SSP and LJ were 
declared responsible for 2 
assassinations of Shia ocials 
which sparked 2 full days of 
protest which paralyzed Karachi.
2010 Over 100 people killed in 
ethnic clashes between Sindhi 
and the MQM. 
2011 Over 10 targeted killings 
against government workers 
by Talibani forces. 
2011 Over 200 people killed in 
ethnic clashes between 
Pashtun and the MQM. 
2001 Siding with the WEst’s war on 
terror, the Pakistan army has 
been battling al Qaeda and 
Afghan Taliban and in the 
process has sent 100000 
troops and lost 1500.
2001 Marriott Hotel bombing killing 
250 people and destroying a 
prestigious landmark following 
the election of Asif Zardari.
2006 Sunni suicide bomber attacked 
an outdoor religious gathering 
of a Sunni sect tolerant of Shia 
tiruals killing 50 people and 
injuring 100.
2007 40 people were killed in an 
MQM-Pasthun conict over the 
suspension of the country’s chief 
justice.
2007 Assissination of Benazir Bhutto 
in Rawalpindi causing deadly 
riots and paralysis across the 
country.
2007 Over 120 people killed by a 
suicide bomber after Bhutto’s 
return to Karachi.
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A SHORT HISTORY OF
VIOLENCE IN KARACHI
1940 - 2012
1947 1951
1952
196X 1980
1998
SECTARIAN
POLITICAL
Pakistan is born violently with 
over 1 million deaths from the 
process of partition where 14 
million people were exchanged 
between India and Pakistan.
900,000 Urdu-speaking “Mo -
hajirs” settled in Karachi 
(425,000) making the Sindhis a 
minority in their own city.
Riots protesting the Muslim 
sect, Ahmadiyah, for being 
beyond the pale of Islam. Over 
50 people died.
1952 Anti-ethnic Pashtun riots 
throughout the city.
1965 Anti-ethnic Pashtun riots 
throughout the city.
1972 Anti-ethnic rioting between 
Sindi and Mohajirs.
An inux of Pashtuns from 
Afghanistan settled in Karachi 
putting additional strain on 
tension between the Sindis and 
refugees.
A second wave of Pashtun 
migration occurred and with it, 
guns and drugs became 
common giving rise to a culture 
of violence among youth. 
Product of a Pasthun controlled 
police force known for corrup -
tion, Karachi’s homocide rate 
was nearly double that of New 
York City. 
1991 Shia sect formed its own mili -
tary in response to Sunni 
threats. Since 1980 it is esti -
mated that over 4000 people 
have been killed in Sunni-Shia 
violence. 
199X MQM in-ghting over control of 
the city produced massive 
violence, invited forceful para-
military action resulting in over 
1000 deaths per year for nearly a 
decade. 
1985 Pastun gunmen fought for 
extended territories within 
Mohajir informal settlements. 
Considered the biggest riot in 
Karachi 100 people died. Failing 
infrastructure and services and 
the ethnic division of work in the 
city exasperated the conict. 
University youth wings play out 
violently as the result of weapon 
availability turning campuses 
into battleelds 
Violence between dierent non-state actors - religious groups, ethnic groups and 
student wing or political parties. This violence is in the form of riots, bombings, 
assassinations and pogrom-type rampages. These events symbolize “a divided 
society that is losing faith in the societal processes and taking matters into its own 
hands” (Rakistits) and occurs when government powers are incapable of dealing 
with complex societies.
This type of urban violence has been further aggravated with the addition of a 
second type of violence, that is, one between state representatives (army, 
police, para-military forces) and jihadist militants. This generally takes the form 
of suicide bombings and armed warfare that target State institutions as well as 
innocent civilians. For political violence, the urban area has become its arena 
and civilians its subject.   
2006 Sunni groups SSP and LJ were 
declared responsible for 2 
assassinations of Shia ocials 
which sparked 2 full days of 
protest which paralyzed Karachi.
2010 Over 100 people killed in 
ethnic clashes between Sindhi 
and the MQM. 
2011 Over 10 targeted killings 
against government workers 
by Talibani forces. 
2011 Over 200 people killed in 
ethnic clashes between 
Pashtun and the MQM. 
2001 Siding with the WEst’s war on 
terror, the Pakistan army has 
been battling al Qaeda and 
Afghan Taliban and in the 
process has sent 100000 
troops and lost 1500.
2001 Marriott Hotel bombing killing 
250 people and destroying a 
prestigious landmark following 
the election of Asif Zardari.
2006 Sunni suicide bomber attacked 
an outdoor religious gathering 
of a Sunni sect tolerant of Shia 
tiruals killing 50 people and 
injuring 100.
2007 40 people were killed in an 
MQM-Pasthun conict over the 
suspension of the country’s chief 
justice.
2007 Assissination of Benazir Bhutto 
in Rawalpindi causing deadly 
riots and paralysis across the 
country.
2007 Over 120 people killed by a 
suicide bomber after Bhutto’s 
return to Karachi.
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A SHORT HISTORY OF
VIOLENCE IN KARACHI
1940 - 2012
1947 1951
1952
196X 1980
1998
SECTARIAN
POLITICAL
Pakistan is born violently with 
over 1 million deaths from the 
process of partition where 14 
million people were exchanged 
between India and Pakistan.
900,000 Urdu-speaking “Mo -
hajirs” settled in Karachi 
(425,000) making the Sindhis a 
minority in their own city.
Riots protesting the Muslim 
sect, Ahmadiyah, for being 
beyond the pale of Islam. Over 
50 people died.
1952 Anti-ethnic Pashtun riots 
throughout the city.
1965 Anti-ethnic Pashtun riots 
throughout the city.
1972 Anti-ethnic rioting between 
Sindi and Mohajirs.
An inux of Pashtuns from 
Afghanistan settled in Karachi 
putting additional strain on 
tension between the Sindis and 
refugees.
A second wave of Pashtun 
migration occurred and with it, 
guns and drugs became 
common giving rise to a culture 
of violence among youth. 
Product of a Pasthun controlled 
police force known for corrup -
tion, Karachi’s homocide rate 
was nearly double that of New 
York City. 
1991 Shia sect formed its own mili -
tary in response to Sunni 
threats. Since 1980 it is esti -
mated that over 4000 people 
have been killed in Sunni-Shia 
violence. 
199X MQM in-ghting over control of 
the city produced massive 
violence, invited forceful para-
military action resulting in over 
1000 deaths per year for nearly a 
decade. 
1985 Pastun gunmen fought for 
extended territories within 
Mohajir informal settlements. 
Considered the biggest riot in 
Karachi 100 people died. Failing 
infrastructure and services and 
the ethnic division of work in the 
city exasperated the conict. 
University youth wings play out 
violently as the result of weapon 
availability turning campuses 
into battleelds 
Violence between dierent non-state actors - religious groups, ethnic groups and 
student wing or political parties. This violence is in the form of riots, bombings, 
assassinations and pogrom-type rampages. These events symbolize “a divided 
society that is losing faith in the societal processes and taking matters into its own 
hands” (Rakistits) and occurs when government powers are incapable of dealing 
with complex societies.
This type of urban violence has been further aggravated with the addition of a 
second type of violence, that is, one between state representatives (army, 
police, para-military forces) and jihadist militants. This generally takes the form 
of suicide bombings and armed warfare that target State institutions as well as 
innocent civilians. For political violence, the urban area has become its arena 
and civilians its subject.   
2006 Sunni groups SSP and LJ were 
declared responsible for 2 
assassinations of Shia ocials 
which sparked 2 full days of 
protest which paralyzed Karachi.
2010 Over 100 people killed in 
ethnic clashes between Sindhi 
and the MQM. 
2011 Over 10 targeted killings 
against government workers 
by Talibani forces. 
2011 Over 200 people killed in 
ethnic clashes between 
Pashtun and the MQM. 
2001 Siding with the WEst’s war on 
terror, the Pakistan army has 
been battling al Qaeda and 
Afghan Taliban and in the 
process has sent 100000 
troops and lost 1500.
2001 Marriott Hotel bombing killing 
250 people and destroying a 
prestigious landmark following 
the election of Asif Zardari.
2006 Sunni suicide bomber attacked 
an outdoor religious gathering 
of a Sunni sect tolerant of Shia 
tiruals killing 50 people and 
injuring 100.
2007 40 people were killed in an 
MQM-Pasthun conict over the 
suspension of the country’s chief 
justice.
2007 Assissination of Benazir Bhutto 
in Rawalpindi causing deadly 
riots and paralysis across the 
country.
2007 Over 120 people killed by a 
suicide bomber after Bhutto’s 
return to Karachi.
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A SHORT HISTORY OF
VIOLENCE IN KARACHI
1940 - 2012
1947 1951
1952
196X 1980
1998
SECTARIAN
POLITICAL
Pakistan is born violently with 
over 1 million deaths from the 
process of partition where 14 
million people were exchanged 
between India and Pakistan.
900,000 Urdu-speaking “Mo -
hajirs” settled in Karachi 
(425,000) making the Sindhis a 
minority in their own city.
Riots protesting the Muslim 
sect, Ahmadiyah, for being 
beyond the pale of Islam. Over 
50 people died.
1952 Anti-ethnic Pashtun riots 
throughout the city.
1965 Anti-ethnic Pashtun riots 
throughout the city.
1972 Anti-ethnic rioting between 
Sindi and Mohajirs.
An inux of Pashtuns from 
Afghanistan settled in Karachi 
putting additional strain on 
tension between the Sindis and 
refugees.
A second wave of Pashtun 
migration occurred and with it, 
guns and drugs became 
common giving rise to a culture 
of violence among youth. 
Product of a Pasthun controlled 
police force known for corrup -
tion, Karachi’s homocide rate 
was nearly double that of New 
York City. 
1991 Shia sect formed its own mili -
tary in response to Sunni 
threats. Since 1980 it is esti -
mated that over 4000 people 
have been killed in Sunni-Shia 
violence. 
199X MQM in-ghting over control of 
the city produced massive 
violence, invited forceful para-
military action resulting in over 
1000 deaths per year for nearly a 
decade. 
1985 Pastun gunmen fought for 
extended territories within 
Mohajir informal settlements. 
Considered the biggest riot in 
Karachi 100 people died. Failing 
infrastructure and services and 
the ethnic division of work in the 
city exasperated the conict. 
University youth wings play out 
violently as the result of weapon 
availability turning campuses 
into battleelds 
Violence between dierent non-state actors - religious groups, ethnic groups and 
student wing or political parties. This violence is in the form of riots, bombings, 
assassinations and pogrom-type rampages. These events symbolize “a divided 
society that is losing faith in the societal processes and taking matters into its own 
hands” (Rakistits) and occurs when government powers are incapable of dealing 
with complex societies.
This type of urban violence has been further aggravated with the addition of a 
second type of violence, that is, one between state representatives (army, 
police, para-military forces) and jihadist militants. This generally takes the form 
of suicide bombings and armed warfare that target State institutions as well as 
innocent civilians. For political violence, the urban area has become its arena 
and civilians its subject.   
2006 Sunni groups SSP and LJ were 
declared responsible for 2 
assassinations of Shia ocials 
which sparked 2 full days of 
protest which paralyzed Karachi.
2010 Over 100 people killed in 
ethnic clashes between Sindhi 
and the MQM. 
2011 Over 10 targeted killings 
against government workers 
by Talibani forces. 
2011 Over 200 people killed in 
ethnic clashes between 
Pashtun and the MQM. 
2001 Siding with the WEst’s war on 
terror, the Pakistan army has 
been battling al Qaeda and 
Afghan Taliban and in the 
process has sent 100000 
troops and lost 1500.
2001 Marriott Hotel bombing killing 
250 people and destroying a 
prestigious landmark following 
the election of Asif Zardari.
2006 Sunni suicide bomber attacked 
an outdoor religious gathering 
of a Sunni sect tolerant of Shia 
tiruals killing 50 people and 
injuring 100.
2007 40 people were killed in an 
MQM-Pasthun conict over the 
suspension of the country’s chief 
justice.
2007 Assissination of Benazir Bhutto 
in Rawalpindi causing deadly 
riots and paralysis across the 
country.
2007 Over 120 people killed by a 
suicide bomber after Bhutto’s 
return to Karachi.
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A SHORT HISTORY OF
VIOLENCE IN KARACHI
1940 - 2012
1947 1951
1952
196X 1980
1998
SECTARIAN
POLITICAL
Pakistan is born violently with 
over 1 million deaths from the 
process of partition where 14 
million people were exchanged 
between India and Pakistan.
900,000 Urdu-speaking “Mo -
hajirs” settled in Karachi 
(425,000) making the Sindhis a 
minority in their own city.
Riots protesting the Muslim 
sect, Ahmadiyah, for being 
beyond the pale of Islam. Over 
50 people died.
1952 Anti-ethnic Pashtun riots 
throughout the city.
1965 Anti-ethnic Pashtun riots 
throughout the city.
1972 Anti-ethnic rioting between 
Sindi and Mohajirs.
An inux of Pashtuns from 
Afghanistan settled in Karachi 
putting additional strain on 
tension between the Sindis and 
refugees.
A second wave of Pashtun 
migration occurred and with it, 
guns and drugs became 
common giving rise to a culture 
of violence among youth. 
Product of a Pasthun controlled 
police force known for corrup -
tion, Karachi’s homocide rate 
was nearly double that of New 
York City. 
1991 Shia sect formed its own mili -
tary in response to Sunni 
threats. Since 1980 it is esti -
mated that over 4000 people 
have been killed in Sunni-Shia 
violence. 
199X MQM in-ghting over control of 
the city produced massive 
violence, invited forceful para-
military action resulting in over 
1000 deaths per year for nearly a 
decade. 
1985 Pastun gunmen fought for 
extended territories within 
Mohajir informal settlements. 
Considered the biggest riot in 
Karachi 100 people died. Failing 
infrastructure and services and 
the ethnic division of work in the 
city exasperated the conict. 
University youth wings play out 
violently as the result of weapon 
availability turning campuses 
into battleelds 
Violence between dierent non-state actors - religious groups, ethnic groups and 
student wing or political parties. This violence is in the form of riots, bombings, 
assassinations and pogrom-type rampages. These events symbolize “a divided 
society that is losing faith in the societal processes and taking matters into its own 
hands” (Rakistits) and occurs when government powers are incapable of dealing 
with complex societies.
This type of urban violence has been further aggravated with the addition of a 
second type of violence, that is, one between state representatives (army, 
police, para-military forces) and jihadist militants. This generally takes the form 
of suicide bombings and armed warfare that target State institutions as well as 
innocent civilians. For political violence, the urban area has become its arena 
and civilians its subject.   
2006 Sunni groups SSP and LJ were 
declared responsible for 2 
assassinations of Shia ocials 
which sparked 2 full days of 
protest which paralyzed Karachi.
2010 Over 100 people killed in 
ethnic clashes between Sindhi 
and the MQM. 
2011 Over 10 targeted killings 
against government workers 
by Talibani forces. 
2011 Over 200 people killed in 
ethnic clashes between 
Pashtun and the MQM. 
2001 Siding with the WEst’s war on 
terror, the Pakistan army has 
been battling al Qaeda and 
Afghan Taliban and in the 
process has sent 100000 
troops and lost 1500.
2001 Marriott Hotel bombing killing 
250 people and destroying a 
prestigious landmark following 
the election of Asif Zardari.
2006 Sunni suicide bomber attacked 
an outdoor religious gathering 
of a Sunni sect tolerant of Shia 
tiruals killing 50 people and 
injuring 100.
2007 40 people were killed in an 
MQM-Pasthun conict over the 
suspension of the country’s chief 
justice.
2007 Assissination of Benazir Bhutto 
in Rawalpindi causing deadly 
riots and paralysis across the 
country.
2007 Over 120 people killed by a 
suicide bomber after Bhutto’s 
return to Karachi.
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INTRODUCTION
The act of architectural and urban design is fundamentally one re-
quiring a confidence bordering on slight delusion.  What boldness 
must we designers possess to assert that our sketches can remold 
the spaces around us to ends of both greater efficiency and bound-
less beauty?  What grand visions must we dream of and undertake 
to realize the possibility of design to leave a lasting impact on the 
urban condition?
Certainly there are innumerable examples that should cause us to 
take heart in the overall promise of our profession.  Yet interrogat-
ing violent contexts, the extreme end of the spectrum of challenges 
within the urban environment, might give even the boldest designer 
pause.  How can architecture and urbanism play a role in creating 
spaces of resilience in the face of the physical and psychological 
damage that people inflict upon one another in such cities?  Neither 
field has yet produced definitive precedents on how to succeed in 
this endeavor. 
Indeed, some skeptics argue that violence, especially in the form 
of terrorism, is inherently at odds with the built environment and 
can only be dealt with through fortifying public spaces to increase 
their measure of protection.  Such thinking has led designers to suf-
focate these spaces with security technologies, an approach that 
vastly limits the broad access and experiential and aesthetic as-
pects that these spaces should offer their communities.  This thesis 
attacks that dichotomy by using Karachi, a Pakistani city of almost 
18 million people that is often paralyzed by inter-ethnic violence, 
as a case study for a broader meditation on the role and potential 
of design in these violent contexts.  With the memories of terrorist 
attacks in New York, London, and Mumbai still fresh in the minds of 
many and countless other threats looming, a new design approach 
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to creating public security could not be more timely and relevant. 
That the locus of violence for all three of these cities centered on 
modes of transit highlights the particular importance of innovating 
the design of secure transit infrastructure, an issue that will only 
continue to grow as more developing countries invest in such proj-
ects.  
 
In Karachi, the play between politics and ethnicity is crucial as both 
cause of and potentially mediating force to violence.  After taking 
Diane Davis’s class “Cities of Chronic Violence” in the spring of 
2011 and beginning my own research into Karachi’s history, I real-
ized that a proposal for a major piece of public architecture could 
not succeed without effectively addressing the political and ethnic 
histories of the city and their associated socioeconomic conflicts. 
The very violence I was studying prevented me from personally 
visiting the city (indeed, MIT’s travel blacklist on Pakistan would 
have revoked my degree candidacy!), requiring more creative ap-
proaches to research.  These ranged from working with Karachi’s 
Urban Resource Center to mine historical data to hiring and man-
aging a graduate student research team from Karachi’s NED Uni-
versity (generously funded by the Rosemary Grimshaw research 
grant) in the summer of 2011.  This team became my eyes and ears 
as they transferred relevant literature and primary research in the 
form of images, surveys, and site studies to me.  Perhaps more im-
portantly, these students helped interpret the information from a lo-
cal perspective, helping to inform my emerging principles of design 
intervention with sensitivity to a specific Karachi context. 
 
What our research helped reveal was that designers’ tendency to 
focus solely on fortifying against the violent acts of a few failed to 
employ the resilience of the millions of other non-violent citizens, 
who must find ways to navigate the dangers of the city on a daily 
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basis.  In drawing upon various sociological theories as to how this 
resilience is achieved, the notion of sanctuary, a distinct space of 
safety and protection, began to play a significant role in the design. 
The mosque, a familiar precedent for Karachi, provided a helpful 
and contextual model through which to understand four particular 
strategies: partition, ritual, appropriation, and monumentality that 
could be applied to the design of other secular and civic structures.
 
In the case of Karachi, the revival of the Karachi Circular Railway 
presents an opportunity to put these strategies into practice.  In-
stead of defaulting to the standard methods of security through 
fortification, a new central transit station could embrace its public 
nature through new and innovative tactics while recognizing and 
accounting for the physical threats it faces.  Through this explo-
ration, this thesis attempts to tread a third way between the top-
down control so often taken by governments or global financial and 
development organizations that may ignore specific local contexts, 
and the bottom-up, self-organizing approach taken by community 
groups that might be overwhelmed by a project of this scale.  In 
doing so, the design attempts to move beyond the historically frac-
tured relationship between Karachiites and their government and 
instead construct a new form of public identity, one that is attached 
to a particular space and builds upon the resilience that the city’s 
people draw upon each day.
 
The hypotheses tested here not only imagine an alternative mode 
of development for Karachi, but seeks to model a potential design 
approach to public infrastructure in other conflict-ridden territories. 
Such a project is admittedly ambitious in its scope, and will un-
doubtedly fall short on more than one count in its attempt to tackle 
urban violence, a problem that has existed since cities began.  But 
it is my hope that this thesis provokes a much-needed and timely 
23
conversation about design approaches to public infrastructure in 
cities struggling with systemic violence.  And that a good dash of 
boldness in this exploration sparks a few grand dreams that ulti-
mately come to fruition.
24
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SPACE & VIOLENCE IN KARACHI
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RECENT KARCHI HISTORY
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KARACHI, PAKISTAN
RECENT KARACHI HISTORY
Like many other cities experiencing rapid urbanization in the 
developing world, Karachi faces a wide range of challenges that 
affect the general livelihood of its residents. In terms of an urban 
social challenge, the most pressing concern is that of insecurity. 
The city’s major political challenge is rampant corruption of a public 
sector marred by ethnic nepotism. On the surface, the various 
challenges Karachi faces may appear to be distinct, but they are 
all borne out of the chaos associated with rapid urbanization fed by 
mass population influxes of migrants and refugees. The implications 
of such are significant as the combination of factors have adverse 
impacts on the mobility of residents throughout the city, the 
availability of land and housing, the flow of goods, the financial 
markets and the industrial output of a city, which is the economic 
heartbeat of a country at the crossroads of the war against terror.  
Yet, vital to understanding conflict in Karachi is tracing the origins of 
the different ethnic groups in the city, as well as knowing how they 
interact and occupy the space in Karachi in the context of Pakistan 
and the South Asian region. The Sindhis are the native people of 
Karachi, but no longer comprise the ethnic majority in the city. The 
Muhajirs, Muslim refugees who came to Pakistan after the Partition 
of India in 1947, are now the largest ethnic group in Karachi. It 
was following de-colonization of the British and the resulting 1947 
Partition when close to 900,000 Urdu-speaking Muhajirs from 
India migrated to Karachi — fueling a city population growth rate 
unsurpassed by any other city in the developing world1.   In addition 
1  Laurent Gayer, “Guns, Slums, and ‘Yellow Devils’: A Genealogy of Urban 
Conflicts in Karachi, Pakistan” (Cambridge University Press, January 11, 2007).
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to the Sindhis and the Muhajirs, Pashtuns are the second largest 
ethnic group, who have migrated from Northern Baluchistan and 
the North West Frontier Province, as well as the ethnic Pashtun 
community in Afghanistan.  In addition to these three ethnic groups, 
there has been significant in-migration of Punjabis and Balochis 
peoples from their respective provinces in neighboring regions. 
Lastly, two additional ethnic groups, Afghan and Bengalis refugees, 
contribute a significant share to Karachi’s heterogeneous population; 
There are 1-2 million ethnic Bengalis in Karachi alone today.  The 
massive influx of migrants to Karachi had major implications on the 
spatial dimensions of the city; no longer was there a clearly defined 
separation of us versus them.
Most urban scholars estimate that the growth rate in Karachi 
between 1941 and 1961 and its rapid urbanization is to be 
credited for a number of challenges that the city now faces.  It 
was not long before ethnic tensions began to flare between the 
new Muhajir community and the more established residents—as 
space to accommodate all new arrivals in the planned sections 
of the city was simply impossible.  Many had no choice but to 
settle in informal, squatter settlements known as bastis located 
either at the periphery of the city, along natural drainage canals 
and floodplains or beside rail lines.  And, Laurent Gayer, an urban 
research, notes that the distinction between the two areas—
between ‘planned’ and ‘unplanned’—came to be drawn around the 
distinct disparity in housing quality as well as access to and levels 
of service provision within the two locales.2
2  Laurent Gayer, “Guns, Slums, and ‘Yellow Devils’: A Genealogy of Urban 
Conflicts in Karachi, Pakistan” (Cambridge University Press, January 11, 2007). Pg520.
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NOT POLLED
Karachi Sindh State
PML (Q)
MQM
source: Carver, Fred: http://whoruleswhere.com/2010/10/page/4/
figure 1.1 State of Sindh 
Political party affiliation by 
geopgraphic area
figure 1.2 Ethnic composition 
State of Sindh government
Coupled with the dynamics of “contested refugeehood”—as seen in 
post-Partition Calcutta3—and an environment of scarce resources, 
Karachi became a hotbed of conflict.  An influx of Pashtun refugees 
seeking safety and rural-to-urban migrants seeking economic 
3  Sanyal, Romola.  “Contesting Refugeehood: Squatting as Survival in Post-
Partition Calcutta,” in Social Identities, Vol 15 No 1  (January 2009)
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promise further added to demographic pressures and subsequent 
violence. 
Regional and Global Connectivity of Karachi
Karachi’s ideal location on the Arabian Sea has turned it into a 
gateway to Pakistan and to the rest of Central Asia.  According to 
the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, in 2008, 8 tons of 
marijuana and illicit chemicals were seized from the Central Port 
in Karachi.  Additionally, Cocaine from Colombia and heroin from 
South East Asia were also seized.  Because of the presence of the 
Pashtun community in Karachi and their connection to the Pashtuns 
in Afghanistan, it has been postulated that the presence of opium is 
apparent as well. 
The irony lies in that this same port is also the primary entry point 
for purposes completely unrelated to the Global Drug Trade, NATO 
supplies.  As the war in Afghanistan persists, basic goods such 
as food are transported through Karachi to support the war effort. 
Because of its prime location, Karachi has quickly become the most 
important supply route for the NATO war effort in Afghanistan.  Here 
we see two contending interests occupy the same space, perhaps 
representative of Karachi as a whole.  Spaces where vast wealth 
and crumbling infrastructure occupy similar geographic regions 
of the city; where both pretend the other does not exist until they 
are forced to face each other and interact on the borders of such 
spaces.  An interaction that is essentially conflict in its own right. 
It is apparent in the general discussion of the spatial aspects of 
Karachi, that violence takes a spatial form.  The tensions that 
do exist in the city are manifested by the spatial dynamics of the 
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different ethnic groups, the inflow and outflow of various goods from 
the port, the failing infrastructure of the city displayed by its inability 
to provide basic services to its residents, and the lack of smooth 
and efficient mobility between the urban and the peri-urban spaces. 
Flattening of governance
On the eve of Partition in 1947, Karachi was made the capital of 
Pakistan.  Only a decade later in 1958, the federal government of 
Pakistan declared that the capital be moved to Islamabad.  However, 
Karachi was not willing to concede, and after a more than ten years 
of protests Karachi was once again designated the capital.  Between 
1947 and 1959 Karachi’s growth outpaced that of every city in the 
world, transforming it into an industrial powerhouse.4  However, 
because of the confusion over Pakistan’s capital city, many of the 
significant central and provincial government offices had already 
abandoned the city, setting up their stations in Islamabad.  
 
This political abandonment, ‘governance at arms length’, remains 
a distinguishing attribute of Karachi.  The current leader of the 
Muttahida Quami Movement (MQM – the political party mostly 
supported by the Muhajir population), Altaf Hussein, has resided 
in London since 1992 acquiring UK citizenship.  Likewise, the 
previous leader of the PPP, the late Benazir Butto, and her family 
split their years in exile between Dubai and London.  Due to these 
associations, both the UK and Dubai governments have played an 
important role in political negotiations between the MQM, PPP and 
the military governments in Pakistan.5  
4  Daniel Esser, “The city as arena, hub and prey patterns of violence in Kabul and 
Karachi,” Environment and Urbanization 16, no. 31 (2004): 31-38.
5  Azmat Ali Budhani et al., “The Open City: Social Networks and Violence in 
Karachi” (Crisis States Research Center, 2010). P 14
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Government failures are often held responsible for conflict and 
violence in Karachi.  The existence of multiple stakeholders within 
the government and the democratic process gives rise to extremist 
ideologies and organizations.6  Various levels of government – party, 
local, provincial and federal - pursue conflicting goals with respect 
to the use of the city’s resources and development.  Atypical to 
most countries, the Pakistan military controls vast tracks of land in 
Karachi that it leases for commercial gain.  
 
The phenomenon of a flattened governmental structures not only 
created an environment resistant to violent mitigation, but it also 
directly contributed to events of violence.  “The role of state secret 
agencies in nurturing various ethnic and sectarian organizations, 
engineering splits, providing arms and training, and even instigating 
acts of political violence have been widely discussed in Pakistan”.7 
In Karachi, political conspiracies influence the demographic 
makeup of particular regions in order to gain firmer control over 
them.  Along these same lines, ethnic and sectarian violence 
are sometimes promoted in order to prop up leaders or subvert 
democratic processes.  These acts of political conspiracy have 
blurred the separation of state and non-state actors, stripped down 
authority structures to create a city prone to violence.    
MIGRATION AND INFORMALITY
The previous sections of this paper have explained the ethnic, 
political, economic and global dimensions of the conflict in Karachi. 
6  Arif Hasan, Understanding Karachi: Planning and Reform for the Future 
(Karachi: City Press, 2002).
7  Azmat Ali Budhani et al., “The Open City: Social Networks and Violence in 
Karachi” (Crisis States Research Center, 2010). P 16
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Secondly, it has analyzed the flattening of governing structures within 
Karachi and how this process has created an environment prone to 
violence and in some arenas contributed to it.  The following section 
of this paper proposes an alternate approach of understanding 
violence in Karachi.  It focuses on two incontrovertible aspects of 
Karachi’s urbanity: migration and informality.  Drawing much its 
discussion from the “The Open City” , the following text identifies 
the root cause of violence as an outcome of intense migration 
during the aforementioned absence of the state.  
 
The high rate of migration, especially after 1947, coincided with 
the previously mentioned erosion of the formal sector’s capacity. 
This dilemma heavily taxed existing infrastructure and significantly 
limited its new supply.  Typical to most global cities dealing with 
informality, this collapse garnered an informal response that was 
eventually aided and abetted by the state.  Two sectors of urbanity 
that we will focus in on later in this essay have demonstrated informal 
responses to extreme migration.  1. Landuse: Arif Hasan and other 
urban scholars estimate that 50% of the city’s population resides 
in neighborhoods that were settled informally.  Typically, these 
lands were illegally acquired and have ignored existing regulations 
regarding land use.  2. Transportation: Public transport systems 
have become dominated by private contractors who informally 
manage bus routes, bus stops and fees.  In both of these cases the 
state is an active participant and colluder.   From an urban planning 
view, the informal sector has become an effective provider of goods 
and services, especially to the poor.  
 
From the view of a poor migrant, the informal sector became the 
de facto destination; given that this demographic willingly trades 
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land tenure for a price discount.  The informal sector is not isolated 
from formal state agencies and services.  The process of the land 
transaction is regularly based on interactions between state and 
private personnel.  Sometimes, these are manifested by state 
protection over informal settlements and other times the interaction 
is commercial – payment of bribes.8  These bribes are not limited to 
rent-seeking behavior but are often used to incrementally regularize 
utility provision such as electricity, gas and water supply.  
 
Violence and threat became regular methods of transaction during 
the settlement and regularization of the informal lands.  In the 
beginning, violence was manifested as eviction on the part of the 
state authorities.  Later, turf war, the negotiation and re-negotiation 
of property rights encouraged the ability of certain groups to inflict 
or withstand violence to become a defining characteristic.  This 
collective action became very important in informal environments 
where individuals were stripped of basic rights.  The Pashtun 
migrants, who now dominate both land and transportation markets, 
gained their authority simply through their effectiveness in inflicting 
violence and their ability to quickly mobilize men around ethnic 
solidarity.  
Other violent ethnic-based groups, like the MQM, rose from a 
context where the almost absent state offered little security to poor 
communities.9  Replacing state-controlled security, the MQM rallied 
around their ethnic identity to provide basic securities and needs. 
In these situations, ethnic solidarity can be seen in a positive light 
against the faults and admissions of the state.  Likewise, ethnic 
8  Ibid.
9  Ibid.
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solidarity for the MQM has high dividends through its patronage of 
individual entrepreneurs, party leaders and organizations within the 
state.  Thus, there is little effort by the state to break apart ethnic 
affiliations.   Eventually, these strengthened ethnic groups in the 
face of an absent state, resort to violence to solve political and 
housing disputes between other authority regimes.   
VIOLENCE IN KARACHI
Enabled by a healthy black market for lethal weapons and the 
previously discussed history, three categories of violence have 
emerged in Karachi.  This section will discuss the origins and 
manifestations of violence related to ethnic and political identity, 
jihadi interventions and criminal warfare. 
Three events in the latter half of the 20th century are typically 
used to discuss the origins of identity-based conflict in Karachi. 
Widespread and regular violence first started to take form in the 
1970s when the newly elected Sindh government required public 
schools to teach in the native Sindhi language even though, as is 
still the case, the majority of the Karachiites were Urdu speaking. 
The mandate began a decade-long feud between the Sindhi and 
Muhajir ethnicities. 
The second event occurred April 15th 1985, when a female muhajir, 
Bushra Zaidi, was killed by a Pashtun-driven mini-bus that recklessly 
ploughed into a group of Sir Syed students.  Almost immediately, 
urban warfare broke out between Muhajirs and the Pashtun 
population, who represent the majority of Karachi’s public transit 
drivers.  The conflict was escalated when a bus of muhajir students 
enroute to Zaidi’s funeral was attacked in retaliation.  Following 
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this series of battles, considered to be Karachi’s first “ethnic riot”10, 
violence in ethnically divided neighborhoods persist.       
The third event that further perpetuated sectarian violence occurred 
shortly after the 1988 election won by the Muttahida Quami Movement 
(MQM).  Despite MQMs control of the government in coalition with 
the People’s Party of Pakistan (PPP) citizen violence between the 
two groups escalated.  In response, the coalition between MQM 
and the PPP split, furthering ethnic and political segregation with 
Karachi neighborhoods.  Today, much like the 1980s and 1990s, 
politics in Karachi remain peacefully heterogeneous and inclusive 
despite ongoing identity battles throughout the city. 
Jihadi acts of violence, which display some overlap with ethnic 
and political conflicts, are an increasing concern within Karachi. 
Continued Pashtun migration due to warring Afghanistan have 
created pockets of migrants believed to maintain connections 
with Al-Qaeda.  Continued migration, madrasses and persistent 
recruitment efforts are believed to support the increased frequency 
of Jihadi acts in the city.  Unlike the ethnic and politically driven 
violence that can be characterized by mass protests, riots and 
strike, Jihadi violence typically emerge in one of two forms.  The 
first is via the targeted killings of political figures.  The second, is 
more random in both its approach and execution; suicide bombers 
detonate in public spaces to strike fear in liberal societies or in 
foreign compounds (residential sectors, consulates, etc.) in protest 
of cultural, religious and educational influence over Islamic practice.
10  According to Gayer, Karachi has had a history of ethnic riots: anti-Ahmedi riots 
in the early 1950s, anti-Pathan riots in the late 1950s and again in 1965, anti-Ahmedi riots 
again in 1969 and Sindhi-Muhajir riots in 1972-73.  “However, the ethnic clashes which 
occurred in the second half of the 1980s in the city were unprecendented in their scale and 
brutality.” (Gayer 2007)
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The third prevalent type of violence represented in Karachi is criminal 
and mafia-like conflict.  As previously discussed, the flattening of 
the authoritarian control has allowed for the legitimization of an 
array of ad hoc policing structures.  Mafia-like organizations have 
formed around almost every economic and infrastructural sector in 
Karachi.   For example, Karachi’s port plays a significant role in the 
movement of opium from Afghanistan thus generating a lucrative 
drug trafficking circle within Karachi.  Allied supplies for the Afghan 
war also move through the port creating a black market for pirated 
weapons.   Even street beggars are part of collective mafias that 
pool their booty pay off police.  Similar organizations are formed 
for street hawkers, car-washers, prostitution, etc…  Lastly, there is 
an extensive and highly influential transportation mafia that will be 
elaborated on in the following sections.  The violence associated 
with criminal and mafia-like actions are varied due to the diversity 
of the category but typically result in theft, looting, hijacking and 
extortion.  Though acts of criminality are less likely to be picked up 
by an international syndicate, their terror is regular, infiltrating and 
figure 1.4 Dominant form of 
violence in Karachi
Bus and vehicle burning are now 
common phenomonom in the city. 
It serves as both a threat to ethnic 
communities but also as a sign of 
protest and strength amongst the 
aggressors. 
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enables Karachi to be a target for more severe conflict.
In summary, Karachi violence is divided into three categories: Ethnic 
and political stuggles, Jihadi acts of terror, and Criminal and mafia-
like violence.  Overlaps between Jihadi acts and ethnic struggles 
make it difficult to identify which form of violence pose the greatest 
threat.  The Open City argues that “Although Jihadi violence is 
a more urgent threat to state security and stability, ethnic/party 
political and criminal violence, which are also interconnected, are 
more important sources of insecurity and the danger of breakdown 
in Karachi.”11   The article expounds upon this point concluding 
that certain attributes within ethnic and criminal conflict, especially 
11  Budhani, Gazdar, Kaker, Mallah “The Open City: Social Networks and Violence” 
CSRC, Karachi (2010).
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figure 1.5 Common forms of 
violence
The multitude of images related to 
violence in Karachi through a quick 
internet search reveals a culture that 
actively participates in violent acts or 
learns to live within the violence. It is 
also clear that violence in Karachi, 
plays an important role in determining 
how particular spaces are perceived 
by both passive and aggressive 
users.
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the market for pirated weapons, in effect make Karachi more 
susceptible to Jihadi actions.  Put more simply, violent acts caused 
by ethnic differences and mafia-like activity may actually enable 
severe Jihadi aggression. 
Urban Violence - Perpetrators and Patterns 
Though considered to be one of the most crime-infested cities of 
South Asia, Karachi has remained comparatively stable during 
the beginning of the 21st century – especially in the context of the 
rise in the number of terrorist attacks by Islamic extremists in the 
Punjab and the Khyber-Pukhtunkhwa.  This makes sense given 
that Karachi remains to be Pakistan’s most overtly secular city.  But 
why is Karachi, with sectarian, religious and ethnic diversity able to 
ward off violence associated with religious extremism but collapse 
when it comes to ethnic tensions?  
To understand violence associated with ethnic tensions the following 
research focuses on criminal and mafia-like violence in Karachi. 
Due to ethnic divisions between certain mafias and political and 
social structures, the mafia-organizations and their actions are 
often the manifestations of widespread ethnic tensions simmering 
throughout the city.  Criminal violence associated with mafia rings 
is the prevalent and widespread conflict within the city and, as 
already mentioned, its ubiquity creates an environment prone to 
more threatening struggles.  Also, unlike Jihad or political violence 
which are primarily mono-focused in their intention and execution, 
criminal violence infects both formal and informal economies and 
often operates within political, economic, social and religious 
spheres.  It is my hope that deeper study into the criminal violence 
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of Karachi will be foundational for future studies into other types of 
urban violence in Karachi.     
Though the list of mafia organizations within Karachi is inexhaustible 
the following section zooms into the history, violence and forms of 
civilian resilience related to land, transportation and water mafia. 
Though there were many mafia-like organizations that I could 
have studied our selection of these three industries provides 
understanding into three foundational needs of a city: land, 
infrastructure and resources.  Using violence and policies related to 
land, transportation and water mafia as a backbone to my research, 
this section will discuss Karachi and its history of urbanization and 
urban servicing, contemporary urban spatialities and mobilities, 
and finally dynamics of security or resilience.  
Evolution of Informal Housing Economy in Karachi 
The geographic distribution of Karachi’s populace is characterized 
by identity-based ties (be it ethnic, religious, and/or linguistic) 
with the urban fabric comprised of near homogenous ‘colonies.’ 
And, as strong, and sometimes violent, tensions already existed 
between ethnic, religious, linguistic, as well as class communities, 
a shock would result in violent discord.  Immediately following the 
1947 Partition of India, Karachi experienced a population explosion 
unparalleled to any other in the city’s history.  The incapacity of both 
the city and national government to accommodate the needs of the 
residents in housing brought about the emergence of the informal 
housing economy in Karachi.  Namely, the land mafia.  
The Pashtun ethnic group, comprised of Pashtun Afghan refugees 
and native Pakistanis, illegally subdivided and sold basti (informal 
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settlement) land.  This land was namely marginalized and public 
spaces on the fringes of the city, but also throughout Karachi 
wherever any type of unoccupied land was found.  Depending 
on the source, statistics would suggest that anywhere between 
50-60% of Karachi’s 13,052,000 current residents live within the 
bastis.  As most informal settlements are, this land was isolated 
both in its presence outside and inside the central city through 
its various levels of disconnect. The land mafia quickly came in 
control of virtually all the informal settlements in Karachi.  Ad-hoc 
development was undeniably prevalent; with the corruption of 
the police, city and federal officials in their dealings with the land 
mafia, no incentive for equitable planning practices existed.  This 
ethnic conflict was manifested throughout the bastis as preference 
in services and finances were given to the Pashtun residents by 
the Pashtun landlords, and upheld by the officials.  These informal 
settlements quickly became riddled with conflict; looting, political 
assignation, rape, the burning of vehicles, and various acts of 
terror were a common occurrence as ethnic tensions between the 
Pashtun land owners and members of the various other groups that 
occupied these spaces erupted. 
Evolution of the Informal Transport Sector in Karachi
The first legislation to control transport activity was enacted in 
1939.  During the following decades transportation was coordinated 
with the planning and development of the rest of the city, and took 
into account the need for wide streets, fluid intersections and open 
space.  However, periods of rapid population growth, especially 
during the decade after partition, transformed transit activity.12  To 
accommodate the influx of poor migrants entering the city, the 
12  Aquila Ismail, “Transport,” Urban Resource Center Karachi Series (2008).
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government strongly restricted the inflation of transit fares.  This 
policy, caused the state-recognized transport agglomerations to 
eventually disband thus allowing drivers to operate on their own 
individual route at their own rate. 
The ensuing poor transit infrastructure and the emergence of 
unplanned settlements incited Doxiadis’s Resettlement plan of 1958. 
His plan proposed moving the influx of the squatter settlements from 
the city center to the periphery while simultaneously developing 
industrial centers within the new communities.  Though many Kachi 
Abadis were relocated, the industrial sector development was slow. 
The majority of work opportunities that remained in the city center 
generated a high flow of commuters and laid the foundations for a 
physical division between the rich and the poor.13   
Between 1960 and 1980, multiple transit agglomerates ran by the 
government, national banks and private corporations all formed with 
initial success followed by rapid deterioration.  In the late 1960s, 
at the same time that mafia control over the Katchi Abadis was 
developing, an informal mechanism of the mafia began to emerge 
within the transportation sector.14  Composed primarily of the 
entrepreneurial Pashto-speaking population, these organizations 
provided a political voice through collective and violence association. 
The mini-bus business model was prone to affiliating with 
transportation organizations, even if they were violent in nature. 
In the beginning most bus owners operated their buses through 
13  Ibid.
14  Arif Hasan, Understanding Karachi: Planning and Reform for the Future 
(Karachi: City Press, 2002).
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hired operators.  Eventually, permit holders were advanced high-
interest loans for mini-buses that were both cheaper and easy to 
maintain.  Between 1973 and 1979 only 600 loans were advanced 
but between 1980 and 1987 over 5000 buses were introduced into 
the city.  In this money-lending system the bus legally belongs to 
the lender until the operator has paid off the loan and interest.  In 
this arrangement, the driver covers all maintenance, license, fines 
and fees.  This individualistic approach promoted the state authority 
structures that once planned and organized transportation initiatives 
to dissolve.  Thus, the individual operators, found themselves in 
a low-margin profession with little leveraging power, unless they 
sought asylum within the mafia.  
The fatal accident involving Bushra Zaidi provoked a city-wide protest 
during which dozens of mini-buses were set ablaze.  The protest 
quickly developed into a battle between the people of Karachi and 
the Pashtun transporters, and then into an ethnic conflict between 
the Pashto-speaking people and the Urdu-speaking citizens.  Soon 
the conflict triggered a clash between Urdu-speakers and Punjabis 
as well as local Sindhis.  Eventually the conflict was exported to other 
cities in Pakistan and within the following 5 years it is estimated that 
over 1500 people died from ethnic struggles.  Thus, as journalist 
and urban scholar, Huma Yusef noted, “In Karachi, ethnic violence 
and traffic have long been correlative.”15  
Urban Economy: Historical and Contemporary Patterns
In 2005, the Asia Development Bank (ADB) estimated that Karachi—
which houses 10% of Pakistanis—accounts for 20% of national 
GDP, contributes 25% of national revenues and 40% of provincial 
15  Yusuf, Huma “Tactical Cities: Negotiating Violence in Karachi” MIT Thesis, 2008.
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revenues, accommodates 30% of Pakistan’s manufacturing sector, 
holds 50% of bank deposits, and houses nearly 90% of headquarter 
offices of Pakistani banks and multinational companies.  (Asia 
Development Bank, 2005)  Nevertheless, despite Karachi’s growth 
in economic prominence, the city is still grounded in and continues 
to reflect the schizophrenic nature of the country as a whole. 
While insecurity has been an intimate part of Karachi throughout its 
post-Partition existence, increased violence over the past 20 years 
has been particularly alarming as it threatens the city’s economic 
stability.  From as early as the mid-1990s, political commentators 
were drawing attention to out-migration of investments from the 
city16 with some noting that “The total breakdown of law and order in 
Karachi, the industrial and commercial center of Pakistan, seriously 
affects the country’s economic productivity…”17 For this reason, 
some have come to refer to Karachi as “the bleeding wound of 
Pakistan.”  
Housing and Land Tenure
According to Gayer, most of the dallals (informal entrepreneurs) of 
the land were either Punjabi or muhajir –not Sindhi.  But, the virtual 
monopoly on the informal real estate market was threatened by 
the entrance of Pashtuns in the 1980s.18  By the 1980s, Karachi 
had a substantial Pashtun community which continued to grow 
with in migration from the Balochi north and Northwest Frontier 
Provinces and an influx of Afghan refugees fleeing war with the 
16 Malik, Iftikhar. “What is Wrong in Karachi?” Economic and Political Weekly, 
Volume 22, Number 33/34 (August 15-28, 1998), pp 2219-2221. 
17 Ahmar, Moonis.  “Ethnicity and State Power in Pakistan: The Karachi Crisis,” 
Asian Survey, Volume 36, Number 10 (October 1996), pp 1031-1048. 
18  Laurent Gayer, “Guns, Slums, and ‘Yellow Devils’: A Genealogy of Urban 
Conflicts in Karachi, Pakistan” (Cambridge University Press, January 11, 2007). Pg521.
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Soviet Union.  Pashtun policemen—who already enabled a virtual 
Pashtun monopoly on transport—used their power and connections 
to support entry into the informal real estate market.  Finances from 
drug and weapons trafficking—as well as easy access to arms—
further helped in this regard.  According to Gayer, it was not long 
before Pashtuns were able to gain full control of the informal housing 
market from Punjabis and muhajirs.
It was the tactics in which Pashtuns engaged in land grabs that 
ultimately led to wide-scale violence.  Whereas in the past, dallals 
would utilize the state and their connections with policemen, 
bureaucrats and politicians to enable land grabs, Pashtuns were 
overtly seizing land and property with armed gunmen.  And, 
according to Gayer, one of Karachi’s first large-scale ‘ethnic riots’ 
occurred in April 1985, when muhajir landowners and Bihari tenants 
mobilized against Pashtun gunmen who were attempting to expand 
their realm of influence beyond Pashtun-controlled areas.  The 
areas within Orangi—Karachi’s largest slum of nearly 1,000,000 
residents—in which the clashes happened (Banaras Chowk and the 
Metro Cinema) abutted newly consolidated Pashtun strongholds.19
Recent city initiatives proposed to weaken the Pashtun monopoly 
over the bastis are met with the various acts of terror mentioned 
previously.  Any initiative that may have reduce their power and 
real estate holdings result in complete protest.  With 50-60% of 
its population living in the bastis, those in perpetual control of 
these settlements are well aware of the lucrative business that is 
its ownership.  The informal economy of land ownership has been 
a
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semi-formalized due to the city’s inability to take control away from 
the land mafia.  The bastis are spatialized by their very definition; its 
occupation has turned into a successful business fueled by Karachi’s 
incapacity to accommodate its influx of migrants.  The presence of 
the different ethnic groups have heightened economic tensions that 
already exist. The combination of these factors and the interplay 
between them effects the spatial dynamics of infrastructure-namely 
transportation and water throughout the city and the acts of violence 
that occurs within these contexts.  
Transportation
In Karachi, many livelihoods are directly dependent on access 
to regular transport.  High-cost, time-consuming and dangerous 
transport means geographical, social, and economic isolation for 
residents, but especially for Karachi’s poor.  Few mechanisms for 
the poor to voice their transport needs result in further isolation, 
despair and anxiety.  
For all Karachiites, carjacking, looting and vehicle burning adds to 
the already stressful conditions that Karachiites encounter in urban 
areas.  The anxiety associated with the transportation-related 
violence has had a negatively multiplying effect on a Karachiite’s 
productivity, health, education and overall quality of life.  Residential 
location closer to job locations is rarely individually acted upon due 
to cost and contested as a state endeavor since it is often perceived 
as ethnically targeted displacement.  
For the economically isolated populations, the only alternative 
to public transportation is motorcycle ownership.  In Karachi, 
motorcycle ownership has increased rapidly to the point where 
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10% of all households have a motorbike, and of those households, 
they average 2.3 bikes.20  Though this seems like a reasonable 
alternative, the motorcycle has its limitations.  Since purdah 
(seclusion of women from men), very few women ride motorcycles, 
because of social stigmas, religious beliefs and finally, because 
of concerns for safety and cleanliness.  Since the ‘female only’ 
sections of the bus are often overcrowded by jostling men many 
women simply avoid affordable forms of vehicle transport unless 
during times of emergency.  Understandably, this has a significant 
effect on their access to both social and economic opportunities 
outside of their neighborhood.  
Governmental proposals for new systems of transit infrastructure 
are perceived as a threat to the economic livelihood of the mini-bus 
operators.  In retaliation, proposed projects often result in waves 
of violence and protests throughout the city.  Due to the obstinate 
and hardened attitudes of the transporters, the government has 
withdrawn from public facilitites, like transport and circular railway, 
and leaving the citizen to the mercy of private bus owners.  
Contemporary Urban Spatialities and Mobilities
Karachi’s economy has shaped the social and spatial components 
of the city.  As a result, this has influenced the way conflict is 
manifested in the way people occupy these spaces.  For much of 
its history, Karachi was a marginal port town in south-west Sindh. 
Following dredging of the port in the 1840s and construction of a 
rail head in 1978, Karachi was positioned as a major supply center 
in the economies of the British Raj.  Partition resulted in Karachi 
becoming the sole gateway to Pakistan; today, the city handles 
20  Aquila Ismail, “Transport,” Urban Resource Center Karachi Series (2008).
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95% of Pakistani foreign trade.  Moving throughout the city and 
particularly in lower income neighborhoods, it is not apparent that 
the city experiences the amount of inflow and outflow of goods and 
capital that it does.  The poor, in its isolation from the economic 
and institutional centers of the city as a result of the location of 
the bastis, and the subsequent transportation mess manifested 
by the disconnect in the roads and the lack of solid transportation 
infrastructure find themselves financially exasperated and unable 
to take part of an already minimally existing formal economy.  
Therefore, economic turf battles are the ultimate sources of violence 
within Karachi and are indicated by the spaces in which these 
conflicts occur.  When looking into housing conflicts, for example, 
such inter-ethnic violence is ultimately driven by land mafias seeking 
to gain control over turf.  The economic and scarcity-driven natures 
of violence are further exemplified in the case of water where 
water collection and storage points—irrespective of ethnicity—are 
considered conflicted spaces.  Corruption of the public sector—
which is grossly embedded with ethnic nepotism—exacerbates 
such problems.
The violence in Karachi is often linked to problems of mobility 
throughout the city and the barriers that seem to be formed by this. 
Impermeability of the boundaries, whether these boundaries are a 
result of the physically built city or just perceived, have contributed 
to a history of conflict within the city.  Congestion itself contributes to 
hour-long commutes within Karachi’s boundaries.  Though common 
in many developing countries, the presence of the police at street 
intersections and their manual control of these intersections slow 
the traffic flow down.  This combined with the massive influx of 
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industrial traffic throughout the City Center because of the Central 
Port exacerbates the already failing infrastructure of Karachi.
Housing and Land Tenure
Karachi’s port, central to internal and external relationships to the city 
is vital to understanding conflict within and amongst neighborhoods, 
particularly in areas that are in the crossroads of traffic to and from 
the port. The physical geography of certain neighborhoods that 
are at these crossroads and their proximity to the port indicate that 
the neighborhood sees the inflow and outflow of the various goods 
using the port.  This connectivity can effect the neighborhoods in 
two ways: first it may contribute to their resilience, or second the 
presence of these goods, particularly drugs, flowing throughout the 
neighborhood could be the major contributor of violence. 
Though thorough data on individual neighborhoods is not present, 
especially in the bastis, what can be said about neighborhoods that 
are planned is that residents in these neighborhoods are relatively 
safer and more mobile than in neighborhoods that are less 
planned.  The neighborhood of Defence is of particular interest in 
its connectivity to a more central part of the city, yet it retains a dual 
nature in its proximity to the slums of Karachi. Though in a prime 
location next to the port of Karachi, Defence is still not permeated 
by violence by the inflow or outflow of goods, either by NATO or the 
drug trade.  Defence’s location allows them to become spectators 
from afar, as its boundaries allow them to connect to the center of 
the city and the rest of Karachi, but prevent others from coming 
within.  The boundaries of planned and safer neighborhoods such 
as Defence and its continuous expansion is reminiscent of the 
modern day suburbs of America; a neighborhood located near an 
55
urban center yet virtually impenetrable.  
Orangi is an example of a violent neighborhood in Karchi, and the 
residents’ inability to leave the area contributes to heightened and 
concentrated amounts of violence.  Orangi is Karachi’s largest 
slum, housing 1,000,000 of its residents and a Pashtun stronghold 
whose claims of the neighborhood are attributed to pure economics, 
according to Gayer, and territorality.  The control of the bastis by the 
Pashtuns in such a concentrated area where accessibility by roads 
is virtually nonexistent serves as a primary contributor to violence. 
A city within a city, with its own power structures, ownership, and 
physically distinct places of ethnic occupation.  
Korangi, a neighborhood on the outskirts of the center of 
Karachi, has much lower levels of violence as compared to other 
neighborhoods with similar geographic characteristics.  These 
lower levels could be attributed to better connectivity than Orangi; 
roads are more present in Korangi, allowing people to better move 
in and out of the neighborhoods whether this be during times of 
increasing violent activity, or as a means of socializing in other parts 
of the city.  Korangi’s connectivity yet physical distance from the 
port, could imply that the neighborhood is not directly exposed to 
the drug mafias that utilize that port.  
The physical makeup of the various neighborhoods in Karachi 
influence ways violence is spatially manifested.  The existence 
of the bastis, which are clearly informal sprouts of slums on land 
illegally subdivided by the land mafia, and its obvious disregard 
for connectivity or proximity to nearby employment centers or 
transportation networks (if these even exist), almost persuade 
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violent tensions to erupt in these enclaves.  Conversely, planned 
neighborhoods produce a different type of enclave; one where 
connectivity is better mediated, yet existing boundaries prevent 
the neighborhood from being infiltrated by the different actors of 
violence prevalent in surrounding communities.  
Transportation
As previously mentioned, traffic congestion is the source of anxiety 
due to frequent bouts of carjacking and theft within deadlocked 
streets.  In this way, the failing transportation infrastructure becomes 
an impetus of protest and riots.  A 2008 study by the URC found that 
due to clogged streets the average roundtrip commute in Karachi is 
2.5 hours.  Poor roads, inadequate sized streets and irregular public 
transport service are contributing factors to this time-consuming 
process.  Likewise, The Karachi Port is also frequently referenced 
as a culprit extreme congestion.  From the port, about 90% of all 
freight is transported by road accounting for nearly 20,000 heavy 
diesel truck trips per day which pass through a city center not 
equipped to handle large trucks.21    
The violence associated with transportation also adversely affects 
pedestrians since transit infrastructure, the streets, have historically 
operated as the city’s primary public realm despite governmental 
efforts to create alternative public spaces.  Protests, funeral 
marches, sports, vehicle maintenance and storage as well as tented 
celebrations are performed within the margins of the operating 
transit system or simply by closing down certain sections.  While the 
smaller lanes primarily host the above activities, the large avenues 
and street-grade highways serve as a gathering point for hawkers, 
21  Aquila Ismail, “Transport,” Urban Resource Center Karachi Series (2008).
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beggars and push cart operators, many of whom pay bhatta to the 
civic agencies and the police so that they may carry on business-
as-usual despite their encroachments.   
Lastly, the street infrastructure of Karachi serve as topological 
interfaces that physically and symbolically demarcate ethnic 
boundaries.  Contestation, via staged rioting, protests and violence 
within these environments not only function in regards to consensus 
building but also as a mechanism for setting or even extending 
territorial boundaries.   
Though The Strategic 2020 plan for Karachi does not explicitly link 
transportation improvement to violence nor emphasize the need for 
alternate public spaces, it does validate the importance of improving 
this infrastructure.  If smartly conceived, investment in transit 
infrastructure could create a more resilient mobility network while 
also providing a secure collective forum for consensus building.  
DYNAMICS OF SECURITY
The Failed State Index of Foreign Policy magazine consistently ranks 
Pakistan in the top 10 nations suffering from potential collapse.  Its 
classification of “critical” is shared amongst nations which include 
Somalia, Afghanistan and Yemen22.  The Pakistani state’s inability 
to fulfill its duties under the social contract to its citizens is all too 
apparent with the rampant insecurity throughout the country—
especially in Karachi.  The state’s eroding legitimacy in the eyes of 
Karachi citizens is further accentuated.  Such a dynamic is lending 
22 ----, “Failed State Index 2010,” Foreign Policy, Washington DC: The Fund for 
Peace and Foreign Policy Magazine (June 2010).  http://www.foreignpolicy.com/failedstates
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this city to the creation of new ‘imagined communities’ which 
challenge the very relevance of the state.  Violent actors have come 
to thrive in such a chaotic environment, which ultimately should be 
dealt with as leaving such forces unmatched can potentially lead 
to not only the destabilization of Karachi alone, but for the rest of 
Pakistan as a whole. 
The proliferation of private security forces or citizen militias is a 
commonplace phenomenon throughout Karachi as the perceptions 
and actual instances of violence are on the rise.  The private 
sectors (i.e. businessmen, banks, and commercial centers) as well 
as NGOs and embassies have increasingly been hiring private 
security forces.  In an interview with CentralAsiaOnline, the Citizen 
Police Liaison Committee chief Ahmed Chinoy notes that Karachi’s 
police force is very inadequate with only 8,000 frontline police on 
active duty out of a total employment of 30,00023 it is therefore no 
surprise that Karachi has close to 224 security companies with a 
combined force of close to 50,000 guards, according to Major Munir 
Ahmed, chairman of the All Pakistan Security Agencies Association 
(APSAA).24
After a 3-4 day training in weapons use, security guards are deemed 
ready for work.  And, while many complain of the general ineptitude 
of the guards, it nevertheless opens the door for something which 
can be potentially dangerous.  In her writings on private security 
forces, Diane Davis notes the following:
Whenever more individuals start bearing arms as a 
23 What is interesting to note is that of the non 8,000 frontline police officers, there 
are some who are specifically dedicated to ‘VIP’ security.  
24 Siddiqqi, Amir Bashir. “Karachi’s Insecurity Creates Security Jobs,” 
CentralAsiaOnline.com, 7 December 2010.  http://www.centralasiaonline.com/cocoon/caii/
xhtml/en_GB/features/caii/features/pakistan/2010/12/07/feature-04
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condition of their employment in private security services, and 
citizens themselves start to carry guns for self-protection from 
criminals and police alike, violent ‘resolutions’ to questions of 
public insecurity become the norm, thereby fuelling the vicious 
circle of violence and insecurity.”25
This is a serious warning to take into account as many security 
guards complain of low and delayed wages, as well as long hours. 
Some cases have already arisen where private security guards—
in collusion with violence actors—rob their very own clients.  It 
therefore must be taken into account that as Karachi’s civil society 
increasingly relies on private security forces for safety, this can 
potentially backfire in the future.
The acquisition of private security guards as a form of resilience is 
coupled with numerous other attempts at coping amidst increasing 
tension throughout the city.  This resilience is manifested both 
formally and informally and is carried out by various state and civic 
actors.  In many instances, the presence of the private sector as 
actors has virtually collapsed into the state sector.  
Housing and Land Tenure
Despite the tight level of control over the bastis by the land mafia, 
various forms of resilience have emerged to stake some level of 
claim to the land and mediate violence to a tolerable level.  On a 
national level, there have been numerous formal attempts to halt 
land-grabbing factory plots and their subsequent conversion into 
residential and commercial use.  According to Pakistani online 
newspaper Dawn.com, federal building regulations prohibit this 
25 Davis, Diane E. “Non-state Armed Actors, New Imagined Communities, and 
Shifting Patterns of Sovereignty and Insecurity in the Modern World,” Contemporary 
Security Policy Volume 30, Number 2 (August 2009), pp 221-245.
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form of land-grabbing, yet on the ground relationships between the 
mafia and enforcers of this rule have prevented the code from being 
realized to its full potential.  However, other methods of resilience 
exist formally by the state; for example, police officers are trained 
for on the ground enforcement of human rights violations.  This is, 
again, muddied by relationships between these trained police and 
the land mafias often responsible for these violations.  Informally 
where the state is unable to protect the needs, services, and 
protection of residents in the slums, NGOs take the place of the 
nonexistent state. 
Civic actors use media as a formal method of resilience.  These 
actors research and gather data about the bastis in hopes that 
they will influence policy and general awareness about the horrid 
condition of the slums.  These findings are then presented to media 
networks, and often times these networks may announce their 
findings gaining further attention for their cause.  Perhaps even more 
interesting, is the informal methods of resilience within the ethnic 
communities of the bastis.  Ethnic tensions are unavoidable with the 
land mafia being mainly Pashtun and showing obvious deference to 
the Pashtun inhabitants in the bastis.  However, as violence erupts 
in the settlements, the leaders of the different ethnic communities 
emerge as mediators; they attempt to resolve differences between 
their communities in hopes of preventing ethnic violence from 
surfacing in an already distraught city.  In this space, like many other 
spaces in Karachi, where the state is unable to provide security or 
act as mediators because of corrupt relationships with the various 
mafias and police, civic society emerges to take issues of security 
and well being into their own hands.  The elder community leaders 
are mediators of the bastis, often times more successful than the 
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state’s formal attempts at keeping the peace.  
h ornate images and dreamscapes.  Through process of escapism, 
both the driver and its users construct their own displacement to the 
Transportation
Sources of security within the transportation sector are manifest 
through new authority structures, media and proposals for alternative 
transport.  In early 1997 a group of concerned leaders collectively 
mobilized the government machinery to establish their management 
over Karachi’s transportation sector.  The Traffic Management 
Project (TMP) first focused on organizing and enforcing traffic and 
security measures related to the airport through the supply of the 
enforcement vehicles and laborers.  Secondly, they looked at city-
wide policing policies.  Prior to their intervention, only 25 traffic 
violation tickets were issued per day.  However, after only 5 years 
the average number of tickets issued per day increased to more 
than 850.  In the process, the driving habits of the mini-buses has 
improved decreasing the likelihood for another uprising between 
Karachiites and the Pashtun community.   
Auditory and visual media in Karachi help non-violent societies 
reappropriate space by liberating them from the constraints of 
mobility in Karachi.  The media that most vivaciously informs a 
topography of resilience is the indigenous art that adorns its trucks, 
tankers, and buses, which is commonly referred to as truck art. 
The adorned vehicles have come to dominate non-violent accounts 
of the city’s transportation sector commonly described as “brides, 
circuses, exotic flowers, princesses and palaces.”   The typical scenes 
painted on these vehicles project an alternative reality through 
ornate images and dreamscapes.  Through process of escapism, 
both the driver and its users construct their own displacement to the 
serenity of dreamed-of-places that are persistently verdant, full of 
sunshine and violence-free. 
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Public radio in Pakistan provides a similar escape.  The Pakistan 
Electronic Media Regulatory Authority (PEMRA) prevents all FM 
radio stations from broadcasting news with political implications 
and thus limits the amount of violence-related information passed 
through the airwaves.  As a result, even during the most violent 
events within Karachi, it is typical to tune into multiple stations all 
playing lively ditties from Pakistani folk music to international pop 
hits.   A station’s response to violence, both by law and choice, is to 
simply never really address it.  Out of this resistance a phenomena 
of highway bhangra has developed, where people in prolonged 
traffic jams tune into the same station, turn up the volume, roll 
down the windows and turn the streets into a makeshift dance club. 
Like the sonic truck art, the unrelenting radio stations provide an 
auditory escape from the realities in the street. 
Despite restrictions put upon them, radio stations have developed 
a strategy for communicating the presence of the threatening 
situations to drivers.  Like their escapist tactic through music, radio 
reports of violence are shrouded by the terminology of banal traffic 
reports.  Words and phrases like “congestion,” “alternative route,” 
and “bad traffic” are substituted for words typically used to describe 
the reality of violent events.  In response, a driver’s strategy of 
avoiding violent routes reveals time-bound spaces and strategies of 
security as trips are routed through new streets that now represent 
safety and resistance via the DJ’s cryptic direction. 
Part of the Strategic Plan for 2020 is the construction of infrastructural 
projects, like the Lyari expressway and various flyovers which would 
allow vehicles to bypass clogged and violent streets, while hopefully 
decreasing air and noise pollution at street level.  However, typical to 
most infrastructural projects, these proposals are highly contested 
since they continue to splinter the city along socio-economic and 
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Truck Art - Karachi, Pakistan
Source:: http://weburbanist.com/2008/11/22/truck-art-asia-pakistan/
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ethnic lines.   Therefore, in their implementation, they may actually 
create more conflict for the residents living beneath. 
The revitalization of the Karachi Circular Rail (KCR) proposes a 
secure alternative.  The revitalization project, has been gaining 
steam due to a thorough transportation study and proposal by JICA 
and the URC.  Currently, the unused track connects to four of the 
five most populous residential districts in the City.  As it is currently 
envisioned, the KCR could become an essential project to increase 
safe and secure mobility for working-class Karachiites. 
CONCLUSION
Karach is distinct in the context of conflict as attempts of resilience 
by the various actors existing in the city, and the prevalence of ma-
fias in virtually every money making sector, are met with a city and 
national government that is unable to meet the needs nor provide 
any level of safety for their residents. The vast number of mafias 
imply that conflict may be driven by pure economics, yet the inter-
play of ethnicities and the ethnic monopoly of various markets-- the 
informal settlements and taxis for example  -- further indicate that 
conflict is not manifested by any one existing tension in the city.  All 
contribute to further accentuate violence in an already overcrowded 
and disconnected city. 
The various levels of government and their conflicting goals and 
agendas pave way for political conspiracies that often time result 
in economic and political gain.  Violence is a contributor in allowing 
and promoting certain leadership over others and greater control 
over territories, both physical territories and any future improve-
ments to the city that may threaten individual livlihood.
As the informal sector in Karachi became the primary provider of 
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goods and services, particularly for the poorer residents, formality 
of city initiatives and the legitimacy of the state begun to erode as 
the state affirmed and supported informal responses to the lack of 
and unaffordability of existing infrastructures.  This informality was 
further perpetuated by the poor migrants who were willing to give 
up land tenure for a cheaper price, by the state through its dealings 
with the private sector and mafias who controlled the mafias, and 
lastly by already existing ethnic divisions.  As a result, Karachi has 
become a hotbed of conflict along ethnic and economic lines, with-
out an existing infrastructure to support its dilapidated neighbor-
hoods and the inability to move freely throughout a city of 15 million. 
figure 1.7 Karachi Kemari flyovers
Flyovers hav become the city’s 
primary tool for relieving congestion 
and reducing risk of carjacking 
at clogged intersections. The 
amount of land that these pieces 
of infrastructure require are widely 
critized due to their tendancy to 
divide neighborhoods and also for 
occupation as squatter camps for 
refugees who take cover beneath the 
road spans.
Source: www.itsallaboutorangi.
wordpress.com
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LEARNING FROM THE MOSQUE
2
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DEFINING SANCTUARY
In the context of built forms, the term sanctuary is most often 
associated with religious spaces such as cathedrals, churches, 
temples and Mosques, all of which possess very specific archi-
tectural and religious agendas.  However, the term can also refer 
more broadly to non-built entities such as wildlife sanctuaries or 
legal sanctuaries, where boundaries are more conceptual than 
structural.  Across all of these, an underlying definition emerges; a 
sanctuary is a place of safety or refuge.
Safety within a sanctuary is created through various means. It can 
be rigidly defined by the structure, if one exists, or by other spatial 
and social conventions and tactics deployed by the designer to 
define some sort of boundary.  Investigating sanctuary as a design 
typology reveals certain sociological, anthropological and archi-
tectural traits common to the term.  For example, examining the 
sacred spaces created within religious sanctuaries reveals how 
architecture and ritual go hand in hand.  Ritualistic behavior typi-
cally embodies religious, cultural and moral values that manifest 
in controlled and repetitive actions that serve to mitigate conflict 
and anxiety in one’s life.  But this concept is not limited to religious 
rituals such as prayer in a cathedral.  Many secular examples exist 
as well, from the morning commuter who stops at the same coffee 
shop every morning to the weekend warrior who never misses a 
Saturday morning spin class.  Regardless of whether the sanctu-
ary is secular or religious, structurally defined or symbolic, such 
shared traits work in tandem to strengthen the effect of creating 
a safe space.  This realization led to the focus on sanctuary as a 
strategic foundation for this thesis, using the concept as a design 
element to mediate both the physical and perceptual existence of 
violence in Karachi.
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In urban spaces, violence and contestation can have a debilitat-
ing effect on the function of a city. In situations where the violence 
becomes chronic, populations learn to employ rituals to increase 
personal safety within their daily routines and create personal 
sanctuaries within their environment.  Creating sanctuaries, spatial 
containers for ritualistic behavior, are thus an architectural strategy 
capable of moderating spontaneous and violent interactions in the 
broader city.  But moderation, rather than total control, should be 
the designer’s aspiration.  This is a departure from the previous 
conventional thinking, as exemplified by Tschumi’s architectural fo-
cus on creating a processional path that rigidly controls the experi-
ence and world of the citizen experiencing the space.  Beyond the 
natural limits of such an approach (no space can be made wholly 
impregnable), this mindset constrains the design from leveraging 
the resilience of the people themselves.  By accepting that vio-
lence cannot be absolutely resolved through architectural devices 
alone, the designer opens himself up to a broader range of tactics 
that can still inform and enhance the effect of the built form.   
An obvious typological study to explore these characteristics was 
to investigate Mosque architecture.  Within Karachi, Mosques 
are the most sacred spaces in the city, where public and ritual 
behavior can easily be observed as 98% of the citizens are self-
described practicing Muslims.  In this investigation I draw heav-
ily on Lindsay Jones’s The Hermeneutics of Sacred Architecture 
and the concept of architectural-ritual to frame elements of the 
Mosque that can be successfully transferred to the design of a 
transit station that embodies the concept of sanctuary.  Therefore, 
the following sequence of conventions examines the notion of the 
ritual in a broad architectural sense.  It identifies some of the traits 
most commonly found within spaces that incite ritualistic behavior 
and takes a diagrammatic step towards their application in transit 
station infrastructures that act as sanctuaries from violence.  
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PARTITION & SEPARATION
An essential component of sacred space is the boundary that 
defines and contains ritual. A place cannot be sacred unless it is 
distinguished from more common or profane space beyond. The 
main incentive here is one of exclusiveness or restricted access 
in the form of architectural or urban configurations that provide 
refuges of purity and sacrality. This separation can be manifested 
in a variety of ways: 1. Sanctuaries that effect a complete rejection 
of society (shaker communities); 2. Sanctuaries that show an 
exemplarily model of society (museums): 3. sanctuaries that provide 
a mechanism for hierarchical exclusion (clergy from laity, men from 
women, passive citizens from aggressors.)
Mosque: A key attribute to almost all Mosques is the outdoor 
courtyard located immediately in front of entrance to the prayer hall. 
This courtyard space is typically defined by an arcade of columns 
that are in-filled with brick. The boundary creates a clear separation 
from the surrounding urban environment and isolates the internal 
prayer space by creating a separate and communal space for 
socializing. 
Train Station: Since the very nature of trains coming and going 
through a building is already very porous, moments of isolation 
can be imagined at different scales and at different points within 
the project. Though certain tricks can be used to create a division 
between the station and the context, a more pertanent investigation 
is the clear isolation of programmatic components to create a clear, 
straightforward and logical passenger flows between the multitude 
of programmatic requirements. 
figure 2.1 Mosque diagram 
The structure of the Mosque acts as 
a barrier between the sacred interior 
and the surrounding urban condition
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Spatial Autonomy
Boundary Conditions:
a. architectural structure
b. wall
c. fence
e. invisible boundary
figure 2.2 Boundary diagram 
The idea of separation (sacred from 
the profane) does not necessitate 
a structural boundary condition. 
Instead it can be a perceptual 
condition definied by sociological and 
anthropological conditions. 
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RITUAL
Homology
Architectural configurations that are conceived as microcosmic 
replicas of a wider cosmos; and the idea of axis mundi, that is, 
architectural configurations that participate in the symbolism of the 
center, and thus mark privileged points of access between earthly 
and otherworldly realms. It issues a persuasive invitation, perhaps 
impossible to refuse, to involve oneself in the subsequent ritual 
proceedings.  
Mosque: Spatially and geometrically, the main volume of mosque 
is centered around the largest interior space of the volume. This 
space typically draws the user’s focus heavenward, psychologically 
grounding individuals within the totality of Islam. In this sense, each 
mosque becomes a gateway to Muslim collectivity and community. 
Programmatically, the traditional role of a Mosque has always been 
as a community center-like operation providing meals, lodging and 
faith to its congregation. In this sense it operates as a microcosm of 
city in which it is embedded. 
Train Station: As a gateway to the rest of the city, the station 
becomes a psychological tool to decrease the perceptual city-scale 
through access and mobility. In a geometric and spatial sense 
individual stations remain architecturally tethered to the totality 
of the infrastructural network. As an icon, the station represents 
accessibility and a single and cohesive city form. 
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figure 2.3 Mosque diagram
Mosque as a microcasm of heaven 
and earth. Its upward lifting form 
serves as a bridge between the two
figure 2.4 Infrastructure = Totality
Transporation infrastructure creates a 
totality for a city. Each station serves 
as a gateway to the system
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Theater
Sacred architecture that provides a stage setting or backdrop for 
ritual performance. Likewise it generates an interactive relation-
ship between human ritual participants and built ritual contexts. 
Theater is an incentive towards inclusiveness insofar as the 
design aspires to invite, cajole or even sometimes force onlook-
ers into involvement in the ritual proceedings. In an architectural 
sense these are typically witnessed as built configurations that 
facilitate the presentation of ceremonial performance on a podium 
or stage. They also include configurations that facilitate ceremoni-
al movement along processional ways or parade routes past large 
audiences or crowds. 
Mosque: The mosque is exemplary of an architectural theater for 
ritual. The most common mosque style. hypostyle, is composed of 
a series of platforms which sequentially raise the ritual performer 
through a series of spaces to the sanctuary. At intermittent point 
(washing fountains & shoe lockers) the habitual actions of the 
observer are stages for the surrounding city to witness. 
Train Station: The sequencing of a passenger is an act of habitual 
display that through techniques of transparency and organiza-
tion can become a public spectacle. The ability for bystanders to 
witness daily migrations into which they will eventually partake 
makes their action communal. Likewise the publicness of the 
event evokes a sense of propriety curbing violent or unanticipated 
actions. 
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figure 2.5 Mosque as theater
The mosque is typically raised above 
ground level allowing the participants 
prayer ritual to become a performative 
moment within the city.
figure 2.6 Transit station as a 
theater
Architectural configurations and 
devices to transform the the 
passenger use of transit infrastructure 
into theatrical moments.
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Contemplation
Sacred architecture that serves as a prop or focus for meditation 
or devotion. Unlike ‘theater’ which uses architecture to create a 
backdrop which entails an indirect experience of the built forms, 
this option entails situations in which architecture becomes the 
explicit objects of contemplation. Typically, there are two paths by 
which architectural contemplation is realized. 1. Ritual occasions 
where people elect to focus their attention on architectural features 
because they perceive the occasion as an opportunity for spiritual 
growth (e.g. Tibetan monks who fix their attention on mandala 
diagrams or building layouts to guide and support their meditation). 
2. On a more didactic level where participants are forced into contact 
with partisan symbols and images (e.g. the historical stained glass 
windows found within the walls of many Christian basilicas.)
Mosque: Within each is the Qibla. A wall oriented towards Mecca. 
The orientation of this wall governs all other spatial proximities 
within the structure and provides a focus during prayer. This focus 
on a piece of architecture is the most basic and essential element 
for any prayer space, it is also typically the most ornate element 
within a Mosque. 
Train Station: Station architecture often becomes an exercise in 
articulated structure where repetitive and dominating architectural 
elements become the focus and awe of passengers. Other elements 
like information boards and voluminous geometries capture users’ 
attention who become fixated on the physical design. It is in this 
sense that many of the spaces become destinations within a users 
daily life. 
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figure 2.7 Qibla wall in Mosque
Typical to every mosque is the qibla 
wall which faces towards Mecca and 
is the focus of all prayers.
figure 2.8 Information wall diagram
Architectural tools for contemplation. 
In cathedrals, columns and structure 
perform as objects onto which 
meditative fixation can be focused. 
In some respects technology in 
architecture performs similar roles. 
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Convention
The notion of certain universally applicable rhythms and proportions 
observable in the workings of nature and mathematics that are being 
applied in architecture. ‘Convention’ also conveys the possibility 
that a god has decreed certain ritualistic architectural prescriptions 
that are being observed in architecture design. Lastly, convention 
claim legitimacy and a serious attention based on the notion that 
prestigious forebears have established definitive patterns that are 
being replicated in the architectural design.  
Mosque: Spatially, deviation within mosque design is rare. Partly 
this is due to certain beliefs against idolatry in the form of grandiose 
or unique design. However, this belief has created a universal 
language and familiarity that surrounds the design of old and new 
Muslim worship centers.  
Train Station: The inherent fact that transit passengers use multiple 
stations per trip forces ‘convention’ to be a valuable tool in generating 
familiarity and function. Programmatic sequencing and volumetric 
familiarity devise architectural geometries and organizations for 
the stations. Observed in stations around the world this typology 
already has an established order.
A. Entrance ramp
B. Security checkpoint
C. Passenger dropoff
D. Fortified building
E. Passenger pickup
F. Exit ramp
A.
B.
C.
D.
E.
F.
figure 2.9 Univeral deisgn diagram
The design of a Mosque varies little 
around the world. Minor aesthetic 
styles have been regionalized but 
generally speaking, the overall 
organization and structure are all very 
similar and recognizable. 
figure 2.10 Universal vehicle 
dropoff sequence
Transportation stations all have a 
similar dropoff and pick-up flow. The 
clarity between stations reduces 
anxiety and eases operations 
between stations and its users. 
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Typical entrance sequence
passenger experience
Reconfigured
1.
2.
3.
4.
5. 6.
1. Entrance foyer
2. Security checkpoint
3. Passenger ticketing
4. Concourse
5. Waiting room
6. Train platform
figure 2.11 Organizational 
Convention Diagram
Convention plays a large part in 
creating ritual. Even in large projects 
with multiple paths and flows finding 
a conventional and universal system 
creates a sense of familiarity despite 
minor changes in one’s routine.
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APPROPRIATION
The notion of ‘appropriation’ can be considered a rubric to raise 
the prospect of sacred architecture designed and built to please, 
appease, or manipulate “the sacred”. Propitiation in architecture is 
typically in two forms. 1. Architectural configurations or geometries 
that facilitate ritual negotiations and bargaining with deities. 2. 
Actual construction processes that they themselves are considered 
propitiatory ritual. (Construction of churches built in fulfillment of a 
promise made to a god or saint or in the case of Hindu temples, 
citizen participation to express interest in improving one’s rebirth 
status.)
Mosque: The wall separating the courtyard from the sanctuary within 
is often the only allowable point of ornamentation on a mosque. The 
elaborate nature of the stone inlay and calligraphy symbolizes the 
size of individual donation made for the construction and symbolize 
a direct connection to its community.
Train Station: The pluralistic use of train stations lend themselves to 
the democratic process of participatory construction. Architectural 
features like gridded frameworks allow for individual insertions 
that are both adaptable and flexible without compromising the 
construction’s architectural integrity. Modularity within the design 
can also allow for a controlled strategy towards collectivism and 
community participation within a piece of architecture or urban 
environment.
figure 2.12 Prayer clock diagram
Repetitious activity that garners a 
sense of propriety, ownership and 
protection over a space.
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premade food vendors
food market
figure 2.13 Individual appropiation 
diagram
Individual actions that individualize a 
space through territorial accusitions. 
Tuesday Bazaar Moments of Appropriation
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MONUMENTALITY
Architectural events that commemorate, legitimate, or challenge 
socioeconomic hierarchy and authority are typically considered 
monuments. Monuments manifest through architectural 
configurations that subtly, or unmistakably, reflect and perpetuate 
the prevailing social hierarchy. Political architecture, in the sacred 
or ritualistic sense can also serve functions that are more explicitly 
governmental and therefore, often seek forms and structures that 
impress, intimidate, and facilitate day-to-day decision-making.  
Mosque: Formally, the mosque has many distinguishing 
characteristics that make it a prominent figure within an urban 
or rural environment. The minarets and dome that once served 
a purely functional role have been adopted as iconic geometries 
announcing the presence of the Mosque and its ubiquity. The icons 
have been somewhat standardized to symbolize the values and 
practice of Islam.
Train Station: Stations across the world have adopted traits of 
monumentality and iconography as a mean to impress arriving 
passengers into their destination station. Like Victoria Station 
in Mumbai, a station’s monumental presence demonstrates 
governmental power and wealth and provides a foundation for civic 
pride around the construction. It is a powerful tool towards the search 
for community and definition of a culture. However, as history has 
shown, transportation stations that embody such symbolism are 
also targets for acts of terrorism and violence. 
figure 2.14 Auto-monument 
Univeral form of the Mosque and 
its physical presence make it an 
identifiable object within an urban 
environment. Onto this structure 
neighborhood identities are projected, 
constructed and reconstructed.
86
A. concentrated flow
C. monolithic facade
B. ascention
C. public plaza
figure 2.15 Station as monument 
diagram
Physical attributes have an ability to 
garner degrees of monumentality. 
Diagrammatic studies of these 
operations reveal certain avenues 
applicable to this thesis’ project site. 
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HORIZONTAL CAPITAL
“Not only was the city the place where social conflicts were most 
exacerbated but, [sic] the urban condition itself, could be a means 
to accelerate social change.”   Tschumi (1996)
In “The Nexus Between Violent Conflict, Social Capital and Social 
Cohesion”, Nat Colletta and Michelle L. Cullen make a compelling 
argument for social capital and its contributions towards sustain-
able development.1  They assert that social capital binds societies 
together, creating a foundation upon which economic growth and 
human well-being can be built.  Without this glue, societies are vul-
nerable to the emergence of widespread and systemic violence.
To define this critical social capital more concretely, we draw upon 
Narayan Woolcock’s model which presents a comprehensive 
framework identifying four dimensions of social capital: 
• Integration refers to the primordial and typically strongest ties 
within the family or a tightly knit community.  
• Linkages account for cross-community or intergroup ties that and 
are typically weaker than “integration” but still necessary for the 
existence of social stock.
• Organizational integrity is the state’s ability to be effective and to 
appropriately influence citizen action.
• Synergy describes the state’s links to the community and its abil-
ity to reach its constituents through representation and policy. 
What makes Woolcock’s analysis particularly interesting for design 
professionals is its delineation of social capital structures into “hori-
zontal” and “vertical” types. Here, integration and linkages garner 
horizontal stock that typically embodies the direct relationships be-
tween citizens despite, or because of, certain demographic condi-
1 Nat Coletta and Michelle Cullen, “The Nexus Between Violent Conflict, Social 
Capital and Social Cohesion: Case Studies from Cambodia and Rwanda,” World Bank 
Social Capital Working Paper, no. 23 (2000). Pg. iii
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tions (ethnicity, culture, wealth, etc.) Thus horizontal stock can be 
significantly influenced by the geospatial proximity and connectivity 
of different individuals and subgroups within a society. In contrast, 
vertical stock, generated by organizational integrity and synergy, 
considers the relationships that governing authorities have accrued 
between themselves and their constituents. Consider the image 
of ‘stacking’ institutions and leaders, with individual citizens psy-
chologically connected to these layers of authority. Such relation-
ships are highly dependent on the nature of government policy and 
service provision, rather than physical proximity or environmental 
structures.
figure 3.1 The collective as the 
target
In the last decade the public realm 
has been under increasing threat 
in many global cities. This creates 
a particular challenge. How do 
designers, trained in the manipulation 
of space, create a publicness that is 
both freely accessible and yet secure.
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In Karachi, where vertical stock is largely non-existent due to 
widespread mistrust of the government, we simplify our research 
and design intervention by primarily focusing on the observation or 
the construction of horizontal stock (i.e. integration and linkages). 
To build social cohesion and mitigate violence, we must explore 
avenues that increase horizontal stock.  At a basic level, the extreme 
density and strained road capacity in Karachi results in a state 
of semi-permanent gridlock.  Traffic jams coupled with a general 
absence of public transit options in the city limits the potential to 
build horizontal linkages beyond one’s immediate surroundings. 
Increasing citizen mobility, through better and more accessible 
forms of transportation emerges as a critical strategy to building 
horizontal social capital and the ties that would inhibit violence.
This strategy is not untested. A few forward-thinking cities including 
Bogota and Johannesburg, both of which suffer from chronic 
violence, have constructed comprehensive public transit systems 
that sought to connect the poorest and violence-ridden areas of 
the city to areas of economic and cultural activity. These examples 
begin to demonstrate how using transit infrastructure can positively 
impact the state of urban violence.  So if we accept the potential of 
the overarching system of infrastructure, how can a designer bring 
the aspects of sanctuary to the system’s individual elements, for 
example the central station that forms the core of this thesis?
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figure 3.2 City organization 
diagram
Comprehensive transit systems 
cut through cities irregardless of 
neighborhood class, ethnicity and 
other demographics. Such systems 
play a powerful role in reducing 
both the perceived and the physical 
distance between individual groups 
garnering a more whole and cohesive 
society.
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SITE: GILANI STATION
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SITE CONTEXT
Though Karachi currently has no comprehensive public transit in 
place, there has been recent momentum towards creating such an 
infrastructure. The Karachi Circular Rail (KCS) is an existing piece 
of light gauge rail infrastructure that circles the city. Originally, con-
structed in the early 1980s, the system was an initial success but 
scaled back services significantly after a series of financial losses. 
After more years of disrepair and maintenance issues, KCR ceased 
its passenger service and eventually served as the city’s primary 
venue for trash collection. While the KCR tumbled through this sad 
history of decline, Karachi developed into a car-centered mega-city 
that lacked any formal public transportation system. 
With Karachi now teeming with over 17 million people, there is 
no question of the need for a public transportation system. Over 
the last fifteen years, the average commute time has increased to 
over an hour one-way to reach a desired destination. Additionally, 
the absence of safe and affordable mobility options has further in-
creased income disparity, reduces healthy and regular interactions 
between ethnic groups and heavily disadvantages women who are 
reluctant to travel on dangerous and overcrowded private buses. 
But a recent pledge of 1.4 billion USD by the Japanese government 
seeks to revive the circular rail, giving Karachi its first formal and 
holistic public transportation system in decades and helping to ad-
dress mobility issues and economic issues for the middle and lower 
classes. The scale of the project is staggering, requiring not only 
the management of numerous intersections and crossings between 
the rail and roads, but also necessitating the design of over twenty 
new stations along the rail network. 
The Gilani station was selected as the case study and design site 
for this thesis because of a few unique attributes. Firstly, this site 
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was slated in the 1970s to become a second main train station in or-
der to relieve congestion surrounding the existing main station near 
Karachi’s port. The site was originally selected for its connection to 
major transit arteries via University Avenue, which abuts the site’s 
southern edge.  Because of the KCR’s closure, all recent develop-
ment has been focused around University Avenue, which is situated 
one-half kilometer from the old Gilani station at the northern edge of 
the site. The area immediately surrounding the old station has be-
figure 4.1 A second transit node
The Gilani site was orginally slated as 
a second major transit hub in order 
to relieve congestion surrounding the 
existing stati n near Karachi’s main 
port.
figure 4.2 Regional connection
Via commuter rail links, the Gilani 
station site is networks to northern 
Pakistan as well as Rajasthan, India.
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figure 4.3 A Connected Site
In addition to being connected to 
the KCR, the site is sandwiched 
between major motor arteries
Lyari Expressway
Karachi Circular Rail (KCR) & 
Long Distance Commuter Rail
University Avenue
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Tuesday Bazaar and Market
Bait-ul-Makarom Mosque
Karachi Conference Center
Informal Settlements
Lyari River
existing region plan
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figure 4.4 Surrounding 
Amenities
Though the neighborhood has 
undergone a major transformation 
in the last 15 years, it still lacks a 
public center. 
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Bait-ul-Makarom Mosque
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figure 4.5 Street Vendors
On Tuesday, the Gilani site is 
overfilled with market vedors and 
shoppers. Mobile street vendors 
therefore occupy the marginal spaces 
within the surrounding streets. 
figure 4.6 Bazaar Edge
figure 4.7 Unused Gilani Station
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figure 4.8 Daily Market
figure 4.9 Community Barricade
Neighborhoods ban together and 
barricade certain roads for security 
reasons. The unfortunate side effect 
is that the street life suffers allowing 
it to become a site for theif and gang 
activity.
figure 4.10 1.6 m Gauge Rail (KCR)
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figure 4.11 Bait-ul-Makarom 
Mosque
figure 4.12 University Avenue
figure 4.13 Playground Security 
Fence
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figure 4.15 Karachi Bazaar
figure 4.14 Gilani Middle-class 
Neighborhood
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come a ‘back alley’ for the neighborhood, while University Avenue 
has flourished as one of the city’s most prominent academic and 
commercial cores. The site’s proximity to these nodes make it an 
ideal location for a major transit hub in the city.
Secondly, in recent years the neighborhood has demonstrated its 
own form of resilience towards the widespread violence affecting 
Karachi, turning a formerly peri-urban and violent locale into a 
relatively safe middle-class community. This transformation has 
largely been attributed to the success of the Tuesday Bazaar, 
which is located at the heart of the Gilani station site. The Bazaar, 
which is open seven days a week, becomes particularly notable 
on Tuesday when vendors, merchants and shoppers travel from 
all parts of the city to the Bazaar. The goods sold here vary from 
food staples to knock-off goods imported from China. The multi-
ethnic and universal program of shopping and its focus on capital 
or mercantilism has allowed The Bazaar to transcend sectarian and 
political forms of conflict within neighborhood. Seen as ‘everyone’s’ 
space’, the bazaar is largely self-policing. This system reinforces 
the perception of the bazaar as a sanctuary despite the violence 
occurring throughout the rest of the city. 
Due to Karachi’s chronic violence the government has developed 
a monitoring system that predicts the threat of violence on any 
given day. Similar to the international airport alert system for the 
threat of terrorism, Karachi assigns levels to the threat of each day. 
On days where the highest threat is predicted, most residents will 
avoid travel, stay home from work and largely remain homebound. 
However, even on these days, the bazaar persists. 
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figure 4.16 Gilani site elevations
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figure 4.17 Program distribution
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Program: For a new transportation station in Karachi, all modes 
of transit need to be considered. While cars and light rail are 
the most obvious inclusions given the site’s proximity to existing 
infrastructure, other modes need to be incorporated to adequately 
distribute the passenger load from the existing central station. Thus, 
commuter rail which connects to neighboring India and northern 
Pakistan, regional buses, metrobuses and hired vehicles such as 
motobikes, tuk tuks and taxis must all take a place within the overall 
structure of the project. 
To accommodate this varied set of programs, the project bridges 
between the KCR track at one end and University Avenue at the 
other. Conceived as isolated experiences within a megastructure, 
each transit program serves as a node within the larger whole, 
providing autonomy and mode-based control while still being 
connected for ease of passenger transfer and flow. The public realm 
of the project is elevated off ground level to a plane approximately 
five meters off the ground. This separation aligns all of the public 
spaces without compromising the function of the transit modes 
figure 4.16 Station modes of transit
a. Commuter Rail
b. Commuter and Metro Bus
c. Light Rail
d. taxi & tuk tuk
e. Pedestrian
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
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figure 4.18 Station program
Based on initial assessment of similar 
stations. 
figure 4.19 Existing market
A secondary program to the project is 
an outdoor market that curently exists 
on the site. Vendors arrive daily to sell 
both premade food items, dry goods 
and imported clothing, media and 
other goods.
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figure 4.20 Urban strategy
1. define the project as a bridge 
between the two existing pieces of 
infrastructure (KCR & University 
Avenure).
2. Isolate specfic programs within the 
overall form (KCR, commuter rail, 
passenger services, market, transit 
police, bus)
3. Stitch project back into existing 
urban fabric.
below. The collective platform is the glue that brings together the 
disparate programs and creates a common space onto which 
Karachi transit users experience the station.  The Tuesday Bazaar, 
also located on this platform, anchors the project within the local 
community through its preservation of the existing culture and 
market operation. Its centrality to the project also allows for the 
transference of its resilience to permeate the entire project. 
Lastly, the megaform is spliced back into the neighborhood using 
the existing traffic arteries as guideposts. The adjacent avenues 
and streets are inscribed onto or within the form, generating urban 
continuity and humanizing the scale of the intervention. This is 
particularly critical to preserving the impact of sanctuary-creating 
tactics such as ritual and appropriation alongside the monumental 
nature of the architectural objects.
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* Commuter bus is located one level 
below ground and connected to the 
tower closest to University Avenue
figure 4.21 Transportation flow
The two neighboring blocks are 
swallowed into the dropoff and pickup 
circulation patterns. This move not 
only clarifies taxi and tuk tuk usage 
but also refrains from stressing single 
intersections within the exiting transit 
system.
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ELEVATED PUBLIC REALM
The towers serve as vertical circulation shafts that mediate between 
the various levels of transit infrastructure. The towers are points 
of insertion along the megaform are highly active with passenger 
movement between programs. Therefore their locations are highly 
valuable, justifying their height and the ability for them to house 
a variety of programs that directly support the transit or market 
anchors of the project.
figure 4.22 Program diagram
The public realm of the project is 
elevated off the ground. This plinth 
connects the public to all programs 
of the building while also isolating its 
physical and perceptual experience 
from the contested context of the city.
The vertical towers capitalize on 
passenger activity by providing 
vertical circulation between programs 
and by housing programs not 
directly related to the function of 
transportation.
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A TRANSIT SANCTUARY
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PARTITION & SEPARATION
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Designing Emptiness
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UNDERSTANDING SANCTUARY
figure 5.1 Boundary condition 
diagram
figure 5.2 Diagrammatic studies in 
partition & separation
figure 5.3 Concept model
Power figures that define the 
relationship between transit programs 
and the central market space. Blocks 
are aligned with the urban condition
An essential component of a sanctuary is the boundary that defines 
and contains it. A place cannot be sacred unless it is distinguished 
from more common or profane space beyond. Unlike a religious 
structure, a train station cannot be an isolated object, but instead, 
it must connect to other programs and to the outside world. There 
must be a functional flow to the project and the transit modes 
that it supports yet it needs embody the notions of the safety 
and protection common to a Cathedral or Mosque. For the new 
Gilani station, an elevated public platform connects the varying 
programs and transit modes while maintaining a separation from 
the surrounding environment. The platform connects to all of the 
major public programs and transit modes and at its center, supports 
the Tuesday Bazaar.  
Similar to a Mosque’s prayer room to the courtyard, the project 
isolates individual programs. The separation is largely defined by 
transit modes. These internally-focused spaces are sanctuaries in 
their own right. Two major sanctuaries constructed of concrete arches 
book end the project. These spaces serve as waiting concourses 
for commuter rail at the northern end of the project and for metro-
bus and pedestrian connections to University Avenue. These self-
contained spaces as well as the market area are singularly focused 
providing a sense of clarity, calmness and understandability for 
their users. 
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figure 5.4 Market organization 
studies
Design studies for the middle ground 
were an exercise in designing 
emptiness. Ultimately, the design goal 
is to create a space that supports but 
does interfere with the existing market 
operations.
Ritual is the psychological parallel to physical separation. Through 
the act of ritual, space, action and meaning converge for the 
participant through the process of repetition and control. Safety 
comes from the feeling of expectedness and comfort. For the 
Gilani station, ritual is achieved through two strategies: capitalizing 
on existing ritualistic behavior within The Tuesday Bazaar and by 
creating new ones via the commuting process. 
The Tuesday Bazaar is perhaps the best example of collective 
ownership and resilience in Karachi. It already has established 
itself as an important symbol and space for the city and as a center 
for daily life in Karachi. It became critical to find a way to bring its 
positive resilience into the project. Thus, the market was elevated to 
the public platform giving it equal importance as the other programs. 
Its central location seeks to transfer the daily ritual and sense of 
sanctuary from the market to these other programs. Similarly, the 
location of a non-denominational prayer space at the top of the 
tower seeks to transfer the religious ritual of Islamic prayer to this 
structure. 
However, the project is not just about transferring the power of 
existing rituals it is also about creating new ones. By leaning on 
the process of transportation and commuting as an idea of ritual 
the transit spaces are designed with special attention towards the 
flow of passengers through the project. Designed like a pilgrim’s 
journey, passengers fluidly move laterally between transit modes. 
At the lower levels, the towers provide smooth vertical circulation 
through lobby-like spaces that seem to piece through the multiple 
layers of the project. 
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figure 5.5 Public circulation 
The tallest tower supports a public 
viewing platform with views of the 
project and Karachi. A circulation path 
winds between the internal spaces 
and the perforated brick exterior.
The challenge with a major piece of infrastructure like this thesis is 
proposing how to take a highly technical and totalitarian project and 
let the public feel like they own a piece of it. For the Gilani Station, the 
project has found specific moments that give back or work directly 
with the public as a way to amplify the notion of appropriation. The 
harnessing of existing logics, use of local materials, inspiration from 
religious symbols and a public viewing balcony at the top of the 
tower serve as key strategies towards appropriation. 
For the market, the existing organizational logic is maintained. 
While the current organization creates a dense shopping situation 
the insertion of light wells to the space below and a small seating 
area allow the market to breath. Likewise, the seating area provide 
a shaded place to rest as well as define the transactional flow 
through the market. 
Brick was selected as the exterior material for the towers because 
of its familiarity to locals and masons. The perforated pattern 
creates a sense of transparency that reveals its internal spaces to 
the surrounding public, allowing them to see inside and embrace 
it for themselves. Similarly, a public viewing tower is located near 
the top of the tower with views of the entire project and Karachi. 
A publicly accessible stairway that twists between the perforated 
brick exterior and internally closed spaces blurs the separation of 
public and private. The tower is an object for the people. 
The highly symbolic six-point Islamic star inspired the geometry of 
the concrete vaults that provide shade for the transit concourses. 
The adoption of this aesthetic nods to local architectural styles and 
the abundance of geometries found within Mosque architecture.
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figure 5.6 Mosque diagram
A visible and identifiable object within 
an urban field
Though sanctuary can come from the small, we see that its power 
can be amplified by giving the people a symbol that increases civic 
pride and becomes an object of identity for all Karachi. For the Gilani 
station the vertical towers house a cross-section of city services. 
Ranging in program from Islamic banking, food services, first-class 
lounges, and transit police headquarters and training facilities, the 
towers embody multiple aspects of Karachiites’ hope for the city. 
As is the case for most cities transit terminals serve as the first 
point of contact that visitors have upon arrival. Historically, these 
buildings outscale their neighbors as the city projects its grandiosity, 
success and hope into the creation of a single architectural moment. 
In many respects, the same can also be said for many cathedrals 
and mosques. Thus for Giliani, it seemed like a missed opportunity 
if scale was not embraced. For it is not only through its visibility but 
also through the awe that is achieved, an audacity of architecture 
that promotes a humbleness amongst its users.
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figure 6.1 Public circulation 
The tallest tower supports a public 
viewing platform with views of the 
project and Karachi. A circulation path 
winds between the internal spaces 
and the perforated brick exterior.
The towers and their program are the result of being located at 
highly active nodes of the project. The base floors support vertical 
circulation for the passenger while their upper programs support 
the market and transportation services.
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TOWER 1 ELEVATIONS (perforated brick)
MODIFIED FLEMISH BOND
double layered wall where each 
course is laid with alternating 
headers and stretchers and where 
the perpendicular brick is removed 
for perforations.
The pattern acts as a climate 
screen and sun-shading 
mechanism and allows the brick to 
turn corners. 
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PLATFORM FOR COMMERCE
figure 6.3 Market logic 
Diagrammatic study of the existing 
market. Blankets are suspended from 
bamboo poles which create a grid 
for displaying goods and shopper 
circulation.
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CONCLUSION
Seeking to address violence through architectural and urban design 
was, from the beginning, a daunting task, but one that grew in 
urgency and importance as I delved deeper into the project. In an era 
where designers address violence and safety through increasingly 
extreme forms of fortification and technological security, it is my 
hope that this thesis puts forth an alternative path, one where the 
architectural and urban traits of traditionally religious sanctuaries 
are transferred to civic and public institutions.  
As is the case with most theses (and perhaps most design projects), 
the exploration, research and testing can never be fully resolved. 
During the development of this project there were milestones where 
I had to make a decision about the direction of the work and focus 
of the design intervention. For this case study, a particular path was 
chosen at each juncture; however, this left a number of intriguing 
avenues regretfully unexplored.  
Among these paths, I would have liked to dig more deeply into 
precedents related to the West Bank, for example drawing upon 
Eyal Weisman’s writings in the The Hollow Land. Additionally, I 
wish I could have returned to BBPR tower’s writings on cognitive 
recognition and their La Torre Velsca project to better understand 
how the architectural form can consciously reference positive 
societal histories. In a city like Karachi, where certain institutions 
are the remaining vestiges of bygone eras for the city, architectural 
aesthetics could have a powerful effect in drawing upon these 
histories to place a project outside of its violent context.  Lastly, I 
would have liked to apply the developed strategies to an expanded 
proposal that encompassed the smaller stations around the KCR 
network.
For me, this thesis has developed into a jumping off point for future 
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exploration and research. The topic of violence has long been 
avoided as an issue for architects and planners, yet it continues 
to gain more relevance around the world. Though this thesis has 
focused on a case study in Karachi, Pakistan, I strongly believe 
that the lessons learned about sanctuary in a secular sense can 
be applied to other cities, and to situations outside of violence. 
For instance, I have already started to discover crossover with my 
research into the design of architectural and urban spaces for the 
elderly. I hope that others will join me in turning these still nascent 
ideas into built realities that construct new and desperately needed 
sanctuaries for those in need. 
Again, I would like to thank those that have helped me with this 
undertaking, my classmates, my committee and my friends. I 
especially want to thank those that contributed to the production 
of the images, models and drawings in the thesis’s final hours. 
And lastly, let me thank my wonderful husband, Jevan.  All of you 
encouraged, cajoled, and pushed me even in my darkest hours to  
Keep on drawing.  
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